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      Hello! Thank you so much for subscribing to my newsletter. I hope you enjoy Magic & Matchmaking. You can now pre-order Potions & Prejudice, which is releasing June 3, 2025.

      If you want to read a complete fantasy romance series, click here to read Stolen Crowns, my adult fantasy romance series of interconnected standalones!

      Now grab a cup of tea (or coffee) (or, if you’re really feeling wild, a glass of wine), and get in your favorite reading spot where you can enjoy the warmth, coziness, and joy of Magic & Matchmaking.

      Best,

      Tee
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      EMMA

      The baby dragon’s breath smelled like decaying meat and rotten eggs. I covered my nose with one hand and leaned down, looking into its cavernous mouth. Its pointy teeth glinted as I scrubbed them with the thistle brush. I shifted on my stool, the small dragon perched atop a wooden table in the little room filled with shelves of cleaning tonics and a small basin for washing animals. Its blue scales shimmered in the sunlight streaming through the window. Sasha was a good dragon, but she hated getting her teeth cleaned, and of course, the job fell to me.

      “Almost done,” I gritted out, scrubbing what looked like blood off one of her back molars. She let out a frustrated huff, sparks shooting from her mouth and landing on my arm.

      I screeched, and Sasha’s yellow eyes welled with tears.

      “Oh, don’t do that.” I retracted the thistle brush from her mouth.“Sasha, you know I hate it when you cry.”

      She let out a few pathetic whimpers but quieted down. The sparks had burned through my sleeves, leaving little holes in the dark blue fabric.

      I’d have to visit the seamstress later to see if she could patch these. It could’ve been worse. Last time I cleaned Sasha’s teeth, she’d snapped at me, ripping my entire sleeve off. At least it hadn’t been my arm.

      “Just one more tooth,” I said, reaching the brush further back.

      She hiccuped, and a long stream of fire shot from her mouth as I yelped and ducked under the table.

      The door to the room swung open, a familiar set of black boots appearing. “Sasha, look at you with those sparkly little pearls.” My father strode toward the table, reaching out and petting Sasha, whose wings fluttered in excitement. He looked down while I crouched under the table. “Emma? What in the bloody magic are you doing under there?”

      I scooched out. “Just . . . playing a game of peek-a-boo with Sasha.”

      He frowned, scratching his head through his thinning grey hair. “Dragons don’t like peek-a-boo. Now fetch? They love a game of fetch. Especially if you’ve got a good arm. You know that. You’re the one who catalogued all the animals’ favorite games to play.”

      I smiled weakly, covering the spot where Sasha had burned me.

      Father touched his chest, wincing, and I stilled. “Did you take your medicine this morning?”

      His thick grey eyebrows drew together as he rubbed at the grey stubble covering his chin. “Erm . . .”

      “Father,” I said with a stern voice. I grabbed his arm and led him to the stool, then reached into the pocket in my apron and pulled out a tiny leaf. I held it up to him, and he grumbled but took it. “Chew,” I instructed.

      I carried these leaves around for exactly this purpose. My father somehow mysteriously forgot to take his medicine daily.

      He made a face then popped the leaf into his mouth and chewed dutifully. He finished chewing and swallowed thickly, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      “Stop acting so pathetic.” I swatted his arm.

      Sasha sat on the table, watching us, her spiked tail gently wagging. Well, it looked gentle. I’d been on the receiving end of that tail, and when one of those spikes jammed into your ribs, it hurt.

      My father stood and raised his hands to Sasha’s face, scratching behind her ears and saying, “Who’s a good girl? Who’s my good wittle girl?”

      My father loved the animals in his shop. And he did a lot of good. Arcane Creatures Emporium was his brainchild. He rescued magical animals without families, or creatures that had been accidentally spelled, then rehabilitated them, trained them, helped them find forever homes. He matched many witches with their familiars. If the creatures were a good fit for reintroduction, he always chose to send them back into the wild. But oftentimes, many of these animals couldn’t return to their homes for a plethora of reasons.

      I watched Sasha. She’d been hatched from an egg four months ago. A witch had decided she wanted a dragon and took the egg from its nest, bringing it home. Then Sasha was born, and the witch quickly realized dragons were not made to be pets. Sasha had almost burned her cottage to the ground. The witch brought Sasha here, and my father was working hard to find her family so he could reintroduce her back to the wild. She was a normal-sized dragon and would soon grow too big to keep here.

      He was also lobbying the Coven Council to make laws punishing those who took wild animals from their homes. It was an arduous process.

      “Emma.” My father now sat on the table next to Sasha, his arm around her as she snuggled into him, little puffs of smoke shooting from her nostrils while he stroked her. “Did you get Morty Hallow all set to pick up Herman today?”

      My father leaned in closer to Sasha, and I paused. Something was wrong. I squinted at the thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. He was anxious, but I wasn’t sure what was causing it.

      “Emma?” My gaze snapped to meet his. “Herman? Are we all set?”

      Maybe I was imagining things. I tended to worry about my father too much. “All set,” I said brightly. “Herman will be going home with his new owner today.”

      Thank the Witch Superior. Unlike Sasha, he was a miniature dragon who someone had taken in as a pet, along with his four siblings, then accidentally spelled all of them to talk. It might have been tolerable except Herman never shut up. He had many opinions. About everything.

      All his siblings had strong personalities, but Herman seemed to focus his solely on me.

      Today, he was finally leaving. Due to his ability to talk, he wouldn’t do well in the wild. He belonged more in the witch world than anywhere else at this point, and we’d found a wonderful witch who wanted to take him in.

      Morty Hallow. Owner of Steeped in Love. I looked out the window at the quaint tea shop across the street. It was one of the most popular establishments in Thistlegrove, everyone raving about Morty’s tea. I popped in daily to get a cup. My favorite was the strawberry basil tea with a dash of honey and cream. My mouth watered at the thought of it. It wasn’t just the tea I loved but the cozy ambience. Every time I stepped inside that shop, it was like a breath of fresh air, the opposite of my father’s busy and hectic magical creature shop where I was constantly managing the animals, customers, schedules, and my father.

      My father gazed down at Sasha, who was now on her back as he scratched her belly.

      “I’ll just go check on Herman.” Morty would be here any minute. I brushed a stray auburn curl from my forehead and wiped my hands on my apron before leaving the side room and emerging into the bigger portion of the shop.

      My soft slippers padded against the gleaming wooden floors as I wove my way through the space, crammed with shelves, cages, every nook and cranny filled with something. A few of the smaller, more harmless animals roamed around. A cat that could become invisible brushed past me, and I felt its tail curl around my leg. I frowned down at the empty space. “Kracken, I’ve told you that if I can’t see you, I’m more likely to step on you.”

      A meow came from ground, and sparks flickered, the brown and white cat appearing.

      My father didn’t just match animals with homes. He also created spells for others to use for their pets. Spells for healing, misbehaving, and training. I looked at one of the shelves, cluttered with tonics. I’d need to reorganize soon.

      When my father first opened this shop over fifteen years ago, he’d wanted to let all the creatures roam free, but we quickly realized that wasn’t safe for anyone involved.

      “You know, I’m getting sick of looking at the same boring shelves everyday,” a pink dragon said from atop one of the shelves.

      That would be Herman. so small he could fit in my pocket. He was actually quite adorable—until he opened his mouth. He and his siblings all slept in various places on the tops of different shelves around the shop.

      Be nice, be nice, I reminded myself. It wasn’t Herman’s fault that his previous owner cast a spell to make him talk, then realized she couldn’t stand him. To be fair, he did tell her she had poor taste in clothes and even poorer cooking skills. He tended to rile up his siblings, and the witch thought it best to surrender all of them.

      “Your new owner is coming to pick you up today,” I said with what I hoped was a winning smile.

      Herman just looked down at me while a rabbit, one with wings, repeatedly flew against the glass windows in the front of our shop.

      Herman sighed heavily. “I told you, that’s glass.” He flew over and lifted a foot, tapping his claws against it. “Stop flying into it!”

      “Herman,” I admonished. “It’s not his fault he has wings. He doesn’t know what to do with them.”

      Another spell gone wrong. This one cast by a young boy who’d just gotten his first wand and accidentally gave the rabbit wings. My father was training the rabbit, working with the poor thing daily. We’d even let him fly with a few of our birds, hoping he might learn from them. I sighed and rubbed my temples.

      “Now the real question is when are you leaving?” Herman sent me a pointed look, his big fuchsia eyes trained on me.

      Not this again.

      “I thought we talked about this.” I swiped some dust off the top of one of the shelves. “I’m not leaving. I work here with my father.”

      “Your father who is trained in dealing with magical creatures? Your father who went to the Coven Institute and learned spells and witchcraft related to animals?”

      I gritted my teeth.

      “Tell me,” Herman went on, “what training do you have?”

      “You know I went to school for potions.” I planted my hands on my hips. “And you also know that I have grown up in this shop. I may not have official training in the animal affinities, but I have a special touch.” A bird fluttered through the air, and I raised my hand to brush against it.

      It snapped at me, and I quickly took my hand back.

      Herman coughed, which sounded suspiciously like a laugh. I tapped my foot, looking out the window for Morty. She could not get here fast enough.

      The flying rabbit rammed into the glass again, and Herman shot it a glare.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like animals. I liked them well enough. Just not when I had to bathe them and brush their teeth and give them tonics and feed them live mice.

      I looked through the little glass window into the room where my father still sat on the table, petting Sasha, whose eyes were now closed as she curled into him. He worried at his bottom lip. I wasn’t imagining it. Something was wrong, and I needed to figure out what.

      “I’m going to become worldly. You should do the same,” Herman said, once again resting on top of one of the shelves. “You’re such a hermit. So dreadfully boring. You don’t have a life outside Arcane Creatures Emporium. I talk about it with my brother and sisters all the time.”

      Wonderful.

      “I have a life.” Sort of. Okay, not really. But that was because I had responsibilities. I crouched down, rearranging a few tonics on the bottom shelf so their names faced outward. “And I can’t leave.” Father took care of all these animals. Someone had to take care of him. I thought of the one time I had left, how everything had fallen apart so quickly. My throat went dry, and I pushed the thoughts away.

      If I left, he’d be lonely. He’d forget to take his medicine. Forget where he placed his wand. All the systems I’d put in place here would crumble.

      “Sounds like an excuse to me,” Herman said. “You need friends. Ever since that Riven fellow left, you’ve holed up in here, talking to animals all day. And yourself. It’s really quite annoying.”

      My heart squeezed. I hadn’t seen my childhood friend in over a year. The last time he’d visited had only been for one day. Riven had lived in the cottage next to ours in Thistlegrove Forest. We’d grown up playing in the forest, playing with all my father’s magical creatures. I missed my friend. But we weren’t children anymore. He had a life, a job, responsibilities. Just like I did.

      It wasn’t easy making friends as an adult. Everyone was so busy, and it wasn’t like I could just visit the local tavern, walk up to someone, and ask, “Can you be my friend?” That might’ve worked when I was five but not so much as a thirty-three year old woman.

      “And what about dating?” Herman pointed a long, curled claw at me. “Yes, you have no sense of style and your hair is always up in a dreadful messy bun, but I’m sure you have some redeeming qualities a suitor might notice.”

      “Thanks,” I said drily, wiping dust off some of the glass bottles. “Is there a point to this?”

      “Why not go to one of those matchmaking events at Steeped in Love? Find a gentlemen who might get you to realize there’s a life outside this shop?”

      I walked over to the map of Thaloria plastered to the wall. I lifted a pin and pushed it in the human lands, where our newest arrival came from, a hellhound that breathed fire and was causing a raucous in the human lands.

      “Instead of staring at your map all day, dreaming of the world, why not actually go out and experience it?” Herman asked.

      My teeth clenched as I whirled. I knew there was a life outside this shop. I knew it all too well. I’d experienced that life. With Riven when we’d attended the Coven Institute. Riven and I had talked about traveling the world together. He was possibly the only other person who understood me. So many plans and possibilities. But it had all come crashing down.

      This was my life now, and there was nothing I could do to change it.

      Besides, I was happy. Happy enough.

      I glanced at my father again, then cleared my throat and pointed at Herman. “You’re a dragon. What could you possibly know about any of this?”

      “I’ve spent years watching you.” His pointed ears twitched. “I know more than you think, thank you very much. I’m actually very wise. I give great advice. Just the other day, I was telling a young woman that she should adopt one of the cats. She was going to get a bird, but I told her birds were all wrong for her. They’re so bothersome. All chirpy and constantly molting⁠—”

      “Herman, Morty is here!” I pointed out the window as the elderly witch crossed the street. She wore a bright purple dress that swished around her ankles and matched the pointed hat sitting atop her head. Grey curls spiraled out beneath her hat.

      A baby griffin flew over my head, letting out a pathetic roar that sounded more like a squeak. Its lion tail whipped back and forth.

      Oh, not again. I snatched my wand from the counter near the back wall, then chased after the griffin, attempting to recite the spell that would catch it in a protective bubble. Griffins had a bit of a problem with biting. I said the spell, but no magic came from the wand. I groaned, banging it into my hand and saying the spell again. It wouldn’t work. My inflection must not have been right.

      A stream of golden glittering magic flowed through the air and wrapped around the baby griffin. It yowled in displeasure, butting against the bubble that now encased it. The bubble floated straight into my father’s arms, popping as he gently cradled the griffin to his chest.

      I rolled my eyes, and he smiled, his eyes crinkling in the corners. He turned and moved toward the back of the shop to put the griffin in its case with the other baby griffins. The door was ajar. Those griffins were smart. They were already learning how to use their tails to unlock the doors. Another problem I’d have to solve. I’d work on it later tonight.

      “You just need a little more practice,” my father said over his shoulder.

      Right. As if I hadn’t been practicing for years. Somehow I could never get the spells right. Whether it was the wording, the inflection, the wand movement—I didn’t mesh well with animal spells. I reached up and grabbed Herman off the shelf, cradling him in my hand.

      He squirmed in my grip. “Not so tight, you ingrate.”

      I rubbed my forehead right as Morty Hallow stepped through the front door, a steaming cup of tea in one hand and a rolled-up parchment in the other, a severe look on her face.

      “We need to talk,” she said.
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      “Witch’s tits,” Herman said, smoking puffing from his flared nostrils. “What’s the problem?”

      I shushed him and looked at Morty, hoping she wasn’t changing her mind. I couldn’t handle any more of Herman and his constant blathering.

      My father came to my side, shifting from foot to foot, hands wringing. I looked between him and Morty, my eyes widening. He knew what Morty wanted to talk about, and whatever news she brought was making him anxious.

      “What’s going on?” I let Herman loose, and he flapped his pink wings and swooped upward, landing on my shoulder.

      “Emma,” Morty said brightly. “Take this.” She shoved the tea cup she was holding at me, and the scents of basil, strawberry, and lemon rind wafted to my nose. Some of the liquid sloshed over the side of the cup and splashed onto my slippers.

      I inhaled deeply and took a sip, already feeling a calm wash over me. Morty made the best tea, not just in our village, but in all of Thaloria. Tea that merchants traveled all the way to Thistlegrove to buy and sell across the realm.

      I wrapped my hands around the warm cup and took another sip, letting the delicate flavors balance on my taste buds. “Okay,” I said. “You brought my favorite tea, which you’ve never done before. Now tell me what’s going on.”

      Morty placed her hands on her slim hips, bright gold bracelets jangling on her wrists and gleaming rings adorning her fingers. My father nodded at her, and my stomach twisted, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “This is also for you.” Morty handed me the rolled parchment, her green eyes bright with excitement, her dark brown skin glowing. For a witch pushing seventy, Morty had the youngest-looking skin I’d ever seen, wrinkle-free and smooth except for right around the eyes.

      I set down my teacup on a nearby shelf and took the parchment, unrolling it and reading. The more I read, the less I understood. Morty and my father silently watched.

      I finally got to the bottom and shook my head, more of my auburn curls falling loose from my bun. “This doesn’t make sense,” I said. “You want to retire, and you want me to take over Steeped in Love?” It had to be a joke, though I wasn’t sure what the punchline was.

      “Emma?” Herman echoed, disbelief in his voice. “You want her?” He pointed a talon at me.

      Morty raised her small, pert nose. “I still get a cut of the profit. Since you probably can’t afford to outright buy it from me. A twenty percent cut will do.”

      I blinked a few times. “That’s not what I asked. I don’t care about the profit. I care about the fact that you want to pass on the most esteemed tea shop in the realm to me.”

      Steeped in Love was a special shop, one that brought tourists from all across Thaloria. Morty Hallow made tea—and love matches. I wasn’t sure how it began, but Morty had started hosting singles nights, paired with her special tea. Over the years it became known as the place to go if one wanted to find love. Morty was so good at brewing magical tea that calmed everyone’s nerves, allowed them to let down their walls so they could be their authentic selves. She always knew exactly the right flavor to serve someone. It would be devastating to Thistlegrove to lose such a popular business.

      I rolled up the parchment, handing it back to Morty. “What about Layla?”

      Morty’s niece who worked at the shop.

      Morty scoffed, waving the parchment in the air. “That girl doesn’t know what she wants. I can’t hand over my tea shop to her. She’s not ready. But you”—she pointed the parchment at me, and I took a step back—“well, you know how to run a business. Look what you’ve helped your father build. He’s told me so much about all the systems you’ve implemented, how well you keep things running. That’s what I need at Steeped in Love. Plus, you’ve trained in potions. That’s the perfect affinity for tea brewing.”

      I pressed my hands to my chest. “I can’t take over Steeped in Love.”

      I shot a look at my father, one that said “can you believe her?” I expected him to return the look, but instead he stroked his jaw, and I realized this was what he’d been nervous about all morning. He knew Morty wanted to give her shop to me.

      “Why not?” he asked from beside me, and I rounded on him.

      How could he ask that? He knew why I couldn’t take over a tea shop.

      “You’ll be right across the street.” He gestured out the window. “It’s not like you’re going far.”

      “I can’t leave,” I said again, exasperation filling my voice. My father needed me, even if he didn’t realize it. “I can’t leave you all alone here.”

      “Actually,” my father said, “I think I’ll be just fine. I can hire someone. Someone with an animal affinity.”

      I frowned. Who would remind him to take his tonics? Who would find his wand when he misplaced it? Who would make sure he wasn’t snacking on those greasy beef chips that were so bad for his heart?

      “You’ll be right across the street.” My father gently took my arm and lead me to the window. “You can visit all the time. Check in on me. But we can’t lose Steeped in Love.” He gestured to the shop with its green-and-beige awning that hung over the windows. “It brings tourism to Thistlegrove. Valuable business we depend on.”

      Morty raised her eyebrows. “What do you say, hon?”

      My stomach twisted into knots. They couldn’t be serious.

      “Oh, just do it.” Herman rolled his eyes.

      I gazed around the shop at all the animals watching our conversation with rapt attention. The three-headed snakes, the bats, the griffins. Even the fish had stopped flitting around their water tank, instead staring at us.

      It would be nice to not get bitten. Or scratched. Or burned. It would be nice to actually use the magic I’d been trained to use. Potion affinities were excellent for tea shops or breweries. I assumed I’d inherit Morty’s grimoire with all her tea spells.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, thinking of her amazing tea shop. She’d spelled many of the objects in the shop: the broom and dustpan, the tea trays, the rags. Even the sponges, which I’d witnessed scrubbing a dishes many times.

      At my father’s shop, I did all the cleaning and maintenance. Like most magicks, we had a spelled broom, but nothing fancy.

      Spelling all these objects took time and money. You needed a cauldron, specific ingredients, and the correct spell. If you wanted an object to be spelled for life, that required even more powerful magic, rarer ingredients. You could spell a broom or a rag to just do a one-time cleaning, which meant less ingredients and less cost. Some magicks bought already spelled items, but that meant needing a lot of gold. My father and I never thought any of it was worth the cost or energy, so we mainly took care of everything ourselves.

      Those types of items were a luxury.

      I’d have the independence I craved while also being close enough to my father to still care for him. Maybe I couldn’t travel the world, but I could expand my own world a bit. Even if it was just across the street.

      “Well.” I looked at Morty’s hopeful face. “I suppose I can give it a try.”

      Herman whooped, making us all jump. “Thank the Witch Superior. Can I go to my new home now that we’ve got that settled?”

      Morty set her green eyes on him and tugged at one of her tight spirals of hair. “Actually, you’re a gift to Emma.”

      I whirled to face her. “What?”

      “Yeah, what?” Herman’s eyes went wide.

      Morty waved her hand. “You’re going to work at the shop.” She shot me a wink. “He’ll be great when it comes to heating the water for the tea. You know, with his fire and everything.”

      I knew as well as Morty did that the she had spelled kettles, capable of heating the water without fire.

      But before I could protest, my father clapped his hands together. “Well, I’m glad we got that all settled.”

      “You know, I’m warming up to this,” Herman said. “It’s actually a lovely idea.”

      “Lovely for who?” This was already turning into a headache. “Fine.” I shook my finger at him. “But no trouble. If I’m going to run a business, you’ll need to behave—and listen.”

      He bristled. “I always behave. You should be so lucky to have me.”

      My father’s lips twitched, and I shot him a withering glare. His expression sobered.

      Morty smiled bright. “Ready for me to introduce you to the shop?”
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      A tea cup flew off one of the wooden shelves and straight toward my head. I shrieked and ducked as it crashed into the wall and shattered. Plates swiveled from the shelves, flying through the shop. A fork nearly impaled Herman, but he flew under a table before it could gouge him.

      I crouched under the wooden bar top, Morty joining me. She took off her witch hat, shaking out her coiled hair.

      She waved her hand. “Oh, the tea shop is just throwing a little tantrum.”

      My eyes bugged.

      “A tantrum?” Herman echoed from across the aisle where he still hid under a table as plates and cups continued to whiz overhead. “This is an attack.”

      Morty snorted. “Oh, it’ll get over it soon enough.”

      “Get over what, exactly?” I asked.

      “Well, you,” she said.

      “Me?” I pointed at myself. “I’m the reason for this?”

      Another few plates shattered overhead. A broom swished past us toward the mess, and a dustpan trailed the broom. I rubbed my temples, a headache growing.

      “It’s going to take the shop some time to get used to you.” Morty reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “Really, this will pass.” She clapped three times, the sound ringing in my ears.

      Suddenly, everything went still. No more forks or plates or cups trying to kill us. Well, me.

      Morty shot me a smile. “See? Right as rain.” She stood, dusting the skirt of her dress, her bracelets jangling.

      I gestured to the carnage, pieces of porcelain and glass everywhere. “This is not right as rain. This is most definitely not right. It’s wrong . . . as rain.”

      “Good one,” Herman said drily.

      “You didn’t tell me the shop was going to hate me,” I hissed at Morty.

      She walked behind the counter and fished her wand from her apron pocket. She pointed it at a few tins, which rose into the air and dumped tea leaves into a metal sieve with a lid. I stared at her, not sure what to do.

      “What are you doing standing there? Go sit.” She shooed me away.

      I patted my hair, even more of it coming loose during that entire debacle, as I made my way toward one of the tables. I pulled out the chair and moved to sit in it when it slid backward. I fell straight to the ground.

      “Well, there goes this whole idea,” Herman said from the floor, where he still hid under the table, his wings tucked into his sides.

      “Oh, pish posh.” Morty rushed over to help me stand and pointed at the chair. “You behave.”

      The chair slid forward and into the back of my legs, forcing me to sit.

      Morty bustled back behind the counter and grabbed a kettle. She dipped it into the water barrel, and when she lifted the kettle, it glowed red as it heated the water inside.

      I glanced around the little tea shop. Mismatched bookshelves lined the walls, stuffed with clear tins of brightly colored leaves for sale. Vines snaked over the top row of shelves, adding pops of green to the little store. Potted plants sat in between the shelves, leaves and soft pink petals curling out. I ran my hand over the worn brown tabletop, then my gaze drifted over to a plush earthen-green sofa pushed up against one of the windows. Tall chairs lined the bar top. My racing heart slowed, and I breathed in the scents of cinnamon and clove.

      I imagined walking across the street and back into my father’s store, where I’d likely have to clean out the griffin pen, then feed the three-headed snake, and then attempt to bathe the cats. They were the worst of the lot. A whole litter of invisible cats that I had to bathe. I shuddered.

      Another plate flew off the shelf and toward my head. I ducked while the plate sailed into a shelf. Morty didn’t even bat an eye, lifting the kettle from a neat line of them on the counter and setting it on a tray that she brought to my table while she hummed.

      The scents of apple pie hit me: caramelized apples, nutmeg, vanilla, a buttery crust. A tin of different colored tea leaves and dried chopped apple sat on the wooden tray. Next to it was a brass kettle with flowers engraved around the side. She closed the lid over the small tin of leaves, then placed it into a porcelain cup, which was engraved with earthy green vines that snaked up the sides. She lifted the kettle and poured the hot water over the tin. I watched as the flavor bloomed in the water, coloring it a deep brown. My mouth watered. She lifted two more small saucers of cream and sugar from the tray and set it on my table.

      “Wow,” Herman said, and I looked over, realizing he’d emerged from his hiding spot to watch the tea pouring.

      I agreed. I’d been here more times than I could count, but the tea ritual never got old. Morty lifted the tray and took it back to the counter, then joined me and Herman at the table as I took a sip of the fragrant liquid. All my worries melted away.

      I could handle a few rogue plates and cups. I could do this and still take care of my father. The flavors sat on my tongue, filled me with warmth. I could have the independence I’d been craving for years and still be able to watch over my father.

      I hoped I wouldn’t regret the next words that came out of my mouth. Morty watched me with a keen eye.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll do it. I’ll take over Steeped in Love.”
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      RIVEN

      Squeals erupted outside of my cart, calls for my name ringing through the air. Draven sat across from me, glowering, which was his usual countenance, but this time, I didn’t disagree. The squeals were so high-pitched I was afraid they’d burst my eardrums.

      “Riven! Riven, will you play a song for us?” a woman called from outside the rolling cart.

      “Witch’s tits,” Draven muttered, shoving a hand through his thick dark hair. “Do they ever leave you alone?”

      “Will you sign my panties?” another feminine voice called.

      Draven cocked a brow. “What do you put in those songs of yours?”

      I patted the lute sitting next to me on the cushioned seat, the cherry wood smooth under my palm. “Looking to steal my secrets?” I asked.

      Draven scoffed. “Hardly.”

      I laughed, thinking about my grumpy friend signing someone’s panties. “No secrets to tell, I’m afraid. Just my voice and my lute. And my devastatingly good looks.”

      Draven snorted at that. “Well, your voice and your lute are causing the women of Thistlegrove to lose their collective minds.”

      A hand banged against the window, making us both jump.

      “Riven!” another voice called. “Let me in, and I’ll put on my own show for you.”

      Draven cleared his throat. “Thank the Witch Superior we’re finally here.” He sighed. “And thank you for giving me a ride. I appreciate it.”

      Draven and I were old friends, and he’d been on assignment in the same city where I’d been touring. He was a powerful witch who was often hired by different villages to make spells or advise them on magical matters, but he hailed from Thistlegrove and ran a business here: The Brewhouse, a tavern. I knew he was eager to get back to his business, even if he’d left it in capable hands.

      “Of course,” I said. “Sorry about the . . .” I nudged my head at the sounds of screams echoing around us.

      “I don’t know how you deal with it.” Draven lifted one of the maroon curtains covering the window and a sea of faces appeared. He quickly closed the curtain. “It’s awful.”

      I didn’t mind. Then again, unlike Draven, I’d never shied from the spotlight. Still, I’d come to Thistlegrove after a long two-year tour across the Witchlands, and I was looking forward to some peace and quiet.

      “It’s Riven Shiu!” a voice screeched.

      I rubbed my temples. Which apparently wasn’t going to happen.

      “Not the homecoming you hoped for?” Draven drawled.

      Not exactly. “I just want a break from all the chaos.”

      “Then why didn’t you go somewhere else?” Draven quirked a thick brow. “Thistlegrove is not the place to come if you’re hoping to go incognito. Not with all the tourists. You could’ve gone to one of the outer islands, gotten yourself a little beach cottage, and disappeared from society for a month.”

      Why indeed. A face flashed in my mind. Round with freckles dotting the cheeks. Vibrant blue eyes. Auburn hair that reminded me of ripe cranberries. A laugh that made my heart skip a beat. It didn’t matter how far, how fast, I’d run. It seemed I would never outrun her. Not for a lack of effort, either.

      After the night where everything changed between me and Emma, I left the institute we’d both attended and set out to travel across the Witchlands.

      Emma had always loved the lute, loved listening to music. I had too. Our common interests in traveling and music had bonded us. So I bought a lute, started playing in taverns and restaurants. Poured all the sorrow of my broken heart into my songs. Suddenly, others started noticing me, wanting me to play at their tavern, singing my songs, recognizing me. It felt like I became the famous bard overnight. I thought I’d get over Emma eventually, but every time I sang my songs, they reminded me of her, my muse.

      “This is home,” I said simply.

      “Didn’t your mother and father move?” Draven stroked his stubbled jaw, a glint in his green eyes.

      Fuck, he really wasn’t going to drop this. I cleared my throat. “They moved to Lyceria years ago, but that’s not home to me. I was on tour when they decided to move.”

      I’d been a few times. I liked Lyceria. It was a smaller village in the coastal area of the Witchlands. Beautiful views of the ocean, warm weather. But it had never felt like home. It was missing one important thing, the one thing that had always felt more like home to me than any place.

      “Right,” Draven said. “So there’s no one special you’re hoping to see while you’re here?”

      I set my gaze on him and crossed one leg over the other. “Is there something you’d like to say?”

      Draven tugged on the lapels of his brown overcoat. “Not at all. Just wondering if you were planning on visiting a certain Emma Thorne?”

      “Well, she is one of my best friends,” I said simply, not taking his bait.

      “Mm-hmm.” The very corner of Draven’s mouth tipped up, which was as close to a smile as you’d ever get from the witch. “Sure.”

      I threw up my hands. “She isn’t interested in a relationship. You know that.”

      “I do,” Draven said. “It’s why you left ten years ago. Instead of admitting your feelings for her, you ran.”

      “I didn’t run. I moved on.” I couldn’t waste the rest of my life pining after someone who didn’t feel the same. I’d told Draven as much ten years ago when I decided to travel on my own, clear my head after my heart had been thoroughly broken.

      “So why are you back, then? What are you hoping to find?” Draven asked.

      That was a good question. I wasn’t sure I knew the answer myself. I had everything I could want in life. A profession I loved. Wealth. Status. Yet something was missing. Maybe I thought coming here might help me find it.

      Another squeal pierced the air, making me wince.

      Draven tipped his head as the cart rolled to a stop in front of his tavern. He owned the largest manor in Thistlegrove. The only manor. It was an impressive ten-bedroom mansion on the other side of Thistlegrove Forest. Draven had always seemed to have a distaste for his home, spending most nights in the little apartment above his tavern. He was the wealthiest witch in the Witchlands, though you wouldn’t know it. He didn’t need to run a tavern to make money—he already had plenty of that because of his family—but this was the life he chose. I didn’t exactly understand it, but Draven wasn’t forthcoming when it came to his feelings. Though he didn’t seem to mind digging into mine.

      He leaned forward to open the door. “Are you ready for this?”

      I steeled myself and nodded. He swung open the door, and screams erupted from the crowd who’d been following us since we entered the village.

      “Move,” Draven yelled, shoving through the admirers and making his way to The Brewhouse. He threw the door open and stomped inside.

      “Riven, Riven!”

      I waved and gave my most charming smile to the crowd of revelers.

      A witch stuck out her arm and shoved up her ruffled sleeve. “Sign it, please?” She stuck out her bottom lip.

      I grabbed my wand and muttered the spell for ink. A golden light emitted from my wand, swirling to her arm, and my signature scrawled across her skin. Her eyes rolled up into her head as she squeaked and fainted backward into the crowd. A few witches lunged forward to catch her.

      More cries rang out as Karl, my orc driver and bodyguard, stomped in front of the crowd and shoved a few members back. “Get back,” he shouted, voice gruff. He managed to shove the door closed. I slumped back in my seat, exhausted just from that interaction. I needed a break. Badly.

      “Where to, boss?” Karl asked from outside the cart, where he sat in the driver’s seat. I settled back into my seat and smiled. “Arcane Creatures Emporium.”
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      EMMA

      Steeped in Love was packed. Customers filled the space while trays floated above, landing on tables and serving tea of all varieties. Smoke curled into the air from tea cups, all different colors depending on the flavor of tea. The afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows in the back, filling the shop with a golden hue.

      “You know, I can do more than just light a fire,” Herman said from the back counter, where he blew fire under kettles sitting on iron grates, the water boiling. “Besides, you know the kettles heat themselves.”

      “But doesn’t it feel nice to be useful?” I asked, bustling to fill individual tins with leaf combinations from orders placed.

      I sprinkled green tea leaves into one tin, followed by dried blueberry, dried lavender, and curls of lemon peel. In another tin, I combined hibiscus flowers with dried cherry, cranberry, and cinnamon. It smelled like cherry pie. I’d have to try that combination at some point.

      Layla, Morty’s niece, moved with ease from to table to table, taking orders and providing more hot water if needed.

      I continued to put the trays together. I swiped an arm over my brow, damp with sweat.

      I’d been running the shop for two weeks now, and despite news of Morty’s retirement spreading, the shop still remained busy. Morty had handed over her grimoire with all her tea spells. It was all incredibly useful. She also left a new grimoire, one for me to write my own spells. I hadn’t done so yet. I hadn’t had time to even think about writing new spells.

      “Emma!” I jolted, looking up over the bar top at Layla.

      She flipped her black hair over her shoulder, giving me a timid smile. The young girl, maybe only twenty or twenty-one, was nothing like her aunt. She was shy, soft-spoken, unsure of herself. She twisted her hands together. “You wanted me to tell you when it was midday?”

      I jumped. “Yes, thank you.” I came around the counter while Herman harrumphed behind me, muttering something about wasting his talents on this place.

      Layla met me at the end of the counter, the door only a few feet from us. “Will you be able to handle things while I’m gone? I’ll just be a few moments.” I needed to pop across the street and visit the Arcane Creatures Emporium to check on my father. Make sure he’d taken his medicine today. I bit my lip, wondering if I’d even put it out for him this morning like I meant to.

      “Yes, of course.” Layla’s green eyes brightened. “I’ve been thinking about a few things for the shop . . .”

      I glanced out the window at my father’s shop across the street. The glare of the sun bounced off the windows, blocking any view I had of the inside.

      The chime over the door tinkled as it swung open, a hooded figure coming inside, distracting me.

      I couldn’t see his or her face, but they were large, wearing leather brown boots, brown trousers tucked into them. My gaze trailed up the stranger’s body to their soft green tunic with long sleeves, a brown vest buttoned over it and hanging down to their thighs. The stranger marched up to me, and I took a few steps backward until my back pressed into the counter.

      I arched my neck to look up at whoever this was and gasped as Riven Shiu pressed a finger to his lips.
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        * * *

      

      I threw my arms around his neck, and he wrapped me in a tight hug, lifting me off my feet and whirling me around before he set me down.

      “Riven,” I said, and he pressed a finger to my lips, a tingle shooting through them at the contact.

      Oh, right. Riven was kind of famous. Incredibly famous, actually. He’d spent the last ten years building an amazing career in the Witchlands as a bard.

      Layla squeaked, her already big eyes going wide as she recognized the figure under the hood. I shook my head, and she mimed tying her lips.

      “He doesn’t want any attention,” I whispered.

      “Is there somewhere private we can go?” Riven asked quietly.

      I gripped his arm. “I know just the spot.”

      I sent Layla a questioning look.

      “I’ll take over.” She shooed me away. “You go.”

      I grabbed Riven’s hand and led him through the shop. We wove past tables full of patrons chatting over tea and macarons from the local bakery. A shelf jutted out in the back, and behind it sat a cozy little alcove, completely hidden from view. I liked to come here after a long shift and sit on the cushioned seat while gazing out the window at Thistlegrove. The back of the shop had the perfect view of Shrubble River, the rushing water glinting under the sun, bubbling over colorful stones.

      I sat on the U-shaped bench and inched my way toward the window, Riven following until we’d both settled. He pushed off his hood, then undid the clasp of his cloak.

      The sun haloed his thick black hair, parted to the side, styled immaculately with not a strand out of place. The light glowed against his golden-brown skin, and he smiled, dimples pecking his cheeks. There was a reason half the witches of the Witchlands were in love with Riven Shiu. Both his voice and his face were perfection. Not that I cared about either of those things. I knew him long before he could sing, long before he turned into the sensation that he was.

      His angular eyes crinkled, and I cleared my throat, leaning forward. “So where has the famous bard been to in the last year since I’ve seen you?”

      He shook his head. “Oh no. I’m not the one who has interesting updates.” He gave me a pointed look. “I arrived at Arcane Creatures Emporium, ready to see you, when I glanced across the street and saw you through the window. A tea shop? You now own a tea shop?”

      I shifted, tucking a leg under me. “Ah, yes. I’m quite the tea connoisseur.”

      He laughed. “I never knew you wanted to own a tea shop. When we were growing up, all you talked about was seeing the world. The wonders that awaited you.”

      “That was a long time ago, Riven.” Yes, I’d had silly dreams of traveling the realm when I was younger, but then I grew up and reality hit. My mother died, and I needed to be there for my father. Technically, he wasn’t my biological father. The man that held that title abandoned us shortly after my mother became pregnant. Then she had me, and a few years later, met my stepfather. He treated me like his own daughter from the first day we’d met.

      After Mama died when I was young, he took me in, raised me. After everything he did for me, I owed him this. I took care of him like he always had me, made him take his medicine, made him eat healthy meals. I organized everything in his shop, put systems in place to so things ran smoothly. I couldn’t up and leave. I’d already done that once, and it ended in disaster.

      Plus, who just traveled for a living? I had to support myself. I had to do something with my life. And here I was, finally doing it.

      “So how are you?” I placed a hand on his leg, then quickly took it back, cheeks heating. “How was your latest tour?” I said quickly.

      “It was great.” He leaned a shoulder against the back of the bench. “Everyone’s responded so well to my music. I can’t believe all this is happening. It feels surreal sometimes.”

      “Do you ever miss home?” I asked, not posing the real question lingering on the tip of my tongue. Do you ever miss me?

      He smiled, those dimples showing again. “Let’s see.” He ticked off his fingers. “I’ve definitely missed the macarons at the bakery. I’ve missed walks along the river. I’ve missed old man Veldar yelling at everyone to stay off his property.”

      That brought a smile to my face. We’d been mischievous as children, often running around Veldar’s tree house as he sat up above us on his porch, shaking his wand and threatening to turn us to bugs if we didn’t knock it off. He was well over a hundred years old and still at it.

      “You know it’s amazing he’s still alive.” Riven’s face grew thoughtful. “And doesn’t seem to age.”

      “I know.” I gasped. “Do you think he uses anti-aging potions?”

      “With those eye bags?” Riven cocked a brow. “I don’t think so.” He lifted his hand, three fingers held up. “So that’s three things I’ve missed. What else . . . what else . . .” His eyes widened. “Oh, I’ve missed watching your father chase escaped creatures through the village while everyone else runs for their lives.”

      “While he tries to reassure them that they won’t get eaten,” I added.

      “Naturally.” Riven cleared his throat and did his impression of my father, voice going nasally. “Stay calm, everyone. The griffin only likes to eat already dead things. So as long as you’re alive, it won’t eat you.”

      I burst out laughing. It was a dead-on impression. Riven and I might’ve set a few animals loose. We were terrible children.

      “Oh!” Riven held up another finger. “I also missed the frogs.”

      “The frogs?” I asked drily.

      He nodded, face serious. “The frogs. You know, there aren’t frogs in the bigger cities.”

      “So?” I asked, wondering if I was anywhere on this list of things he missed.

      “There’s something about them,” he said. “They’re so green. So slimy. I miss the slime.” His eyes had a mischievous glint, his tone light, and I shoved him.

      “You’re teasing me.”

      “Of course I am. That’s what I do.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Yes, I missed home, but I also really missed you, Emma.”

      “More than the frogs?” I asked.

      “Let’s not get carried away,” he said, leaning forward, so close I could feel his breath on my cheek. I swallowed, his face inches from mine. We stared into each other’s eyes, his flecked with pops of green. My heart pounded in my chest, everything in the world fading away when it was him and me, just like it always had. Riven had this way of making me forget every problem, every trouble, every thing that made my heart ache. He filled all those little cracks and holes with his light.

      “Did someone order tea?” Herman appeared around the corner of the shelf, a tray balanced on the end of his pink-scaled tale. I gaped at the tiny dragon carrying an entire tray. My father would probably be able to rattle off every fact about the miniature dragon species, but I had no idea they had such incredible strength.

      “No,” I said at the same time as Riven said,“I’d love some.”

      Herman flew forward, laying down the tray with two cups, two tins of leaves, and a glowing red kettle on the table. “Layla could have just spelled the tray,” I pointed out with an arched brow.

      Herman shot me a mischievous look. “Layla is busy. Besides, I thought the great Riven Shiu deserved some personalized service.”

      Riven smirked.

      I crossed my arms. “How do you even know who Riven is?”

      Herman settled on the other side of the table across from me and Riven, his tail curling over the cushion. “Oh, I don’t know. You’re only humming and singing his music all day, everyday and mentioning him just as much. Riven this . . . Riven that . . .”

      My cheeks heated as Riven gave me an assessing gaze. “Really? Do you want me to sign your arm?” His gaze dipped to my chest. “Or somewhere else on your body?”

      “Oh, yes,” Herman said. “Can’t get her stop talking or singing. And every note is off-key. Can’t carry a tune to save her life.”

      “Okay! That’s enough out of you,” I said with a nervous laugh.

      Riven just studied me. “I didn’t know I had such an admirer, Emma Thorne.”

      The way he said my name sent shivers down my spine. This entire interaction, us sitting so close, the way he was staring at me, reminded me of one particular night so long ago, a night where our friendship almost took a very different turn.

      I shoved those thoughts away and straightened, moving backward toward the window. “Well, it’s hard not to be a fan when everyone’s singing your songs. I have them stuck in my head.” The playfulness in his eyes dimmed, and I hoped I hadn’t offended him. “You’re very talented, and you know I love your music.”

      “Right,” he said as Herman curled his tail around the handle of the kettle—which was bigger than him—and poured us both tea, ribbons of steam curling into the air.

      “This smells amazing.” He took a deep inhale of the orange blossom and cinnamon flavor.

      It did. I couldn’t wait to try it.

      “Thank you, Herman, that will be all,” I said, an edge to my voice. I nudged my head toward the bookshelf, hoping Herman got the hint.

      He just sat there, blinking. So much for that.

      Out of nowhere, a book flew off the shelf and straight toward my head. I ducked, the book thwacking into the window. A crack formed in the glass, and I groaned. Not this again.

      “Emma, move!” Riven yelled before throwing his body over mine right as the window shattered.

      Glass rained down over us, Riven shielding me with his hard body. Incredibly hard. Since when did bards need all these muscles? His abs felt like they were made of stone, pressed into my back, his bulging arms wrapped around mine.

      “Swoon,” Herman said. “That was so brave.”

      “Herman,” I yelled from under Riven.

      “Oh, right! Let me clean some of the glass from your back,” he said.

      After a minute of being crushed by Riven, he sat up, then grabbed me and pulled me to a seated position.

      The entire interaction left me breathless, barely able to form a thought.

      “What in the fuck was that?” Riven pointed to the window behind me, now nothing but jagged edges of glass.

      “Oh, the tea shop hates Emma,” Herman said as his tail swept the glass on the table into a neat pile. He flapped his wings, hovering over us.

      “It doesn’t hate me,” I shot back.

      “What?” Riven asked with a laugh. “Hates you?”

      I groaned. “It’s a long story, and it’s warming up to me. It hasn’t tried to kill me in three days.”

      “Kill you?” Riven said, all the laughter suddenly gone from his voice.

      I shifted under the intensity of his gaze. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is a big deal,” Herman said. “I was talking to your father about it the other day, actually, and⁠—”

      I gasped. Witch Superior. I’d completely forgotten about checking on him. “My father!” I scooted around the bench and stood, facing Riven and Herman. “I’m so sorry. I have to go.”

      With that, I turned and raced out of the shop.
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      RIVEN

      My cock still ached from being pressed right into Emma Thorne’s firm, round ass. Why did I have to throw myself over her like that? Why did I always put myself into these situations where my body—and heart—responded to her? This was why I didn’t come home often. Because every time I did, it was a reminder that I wanted something I couldn’t have.

      Yet this time I’d been so convinced Thistlegrove would give me an answer about my future, about how to fill this empty hole in my heart.

      I stared after Emma as she ran out of the shop, her auburn curls escaping from the messy bun that held them in, her pale cheeks flushed pink.

      “What just happened?” I asked the talking dragon, whom I assumed came from Arcane Creatures Emporium. I believed Emma had mentioned his name was Herman?

      The pink creature lowered himself to the table. “Oh, that’s just Emma panicking because she thinks it’s her responsibility to take care of her father despite the fact that he’s a fully grown man.”

      I choked. Ah. That sounded about right. That had always been the problem. That had always been the one reason that kept me from admitting my feelings for Emma. I couldn’t be the thing that came between her and her father. I pushed the painful memories of the past away.

      I’d been close, so many times, to asking her to come with me. To travel the realm and make me the happiest man on Thaloria. But that wouldn’t be fair to Emma. It would be dangling something in front of her she couldn’t have—that I didn’t even know if she wanted to have. She’d never shown any interest in me. Except for that one night . . .

      “Well, are you just going to sit there?” Herman asked, tilting his head. “Or are you going to follow her?”

      “She probably wants privacy with her father.” I hadn’t seen her father in years. Any time I’d visited Thistlegrove, I’d only seen Emma, her father always busy with his many creatures.

      I was always so impressed with what Emma had done to his shop. The only reason that shop thrived was because of all the systems she’d put in place. The only reason her father thrived was because of all the systems she’d put in place.

      “Oh, she doesn’t need privacy. She needs a life,” Herman said.

      I gestured at the tea shop. “It seems like she has a pretty good life right here.”

      “Oh, wonderful.” He flashed his sharp teeth. “More willfully ignorant people. She has no friends. Her entire life revolves around her father and his well-being. Does that sound good to you?”

      I frowned. No. No, it did not. I hadn’t realized it was that bad.

      “What am I supposed to do?” I asked.

      “Be her friend.” Herman lifted a leg and gestured around the bookcase. “Be there for her. How long are you here?”

      “A month.” One month before I needed to figure out if I was going to do another tour, write more music, settle down some place and sing permanently for an establishment. I’d gotten many offers. I just had to figure out what would make me happy.

      “That’ll do,” Herman said decisively.

      “What will do?” I asked, having trouble following this conversation.

      The dragon rolled his eyes. “Keep up, will you?”

      I scratched my head. “Uh . . .”

      He pointed a talon at me. “Are all bards this simple?”

      “You are very blunt.”

      “And you are having a hard time understanding. Emma needs a life. You’re her only friend. And you’re here for an entire month. So remind her what she’s been missing out on. Get her out of her bubble.”

      I cocked my head. “Why do you care so much about Emma?”

      “Oh, I don’t.” The dragon studied one of his claws. “I mean, she’s alright. A little snarky, if you ask me. But I love to meddle. I never got to when I was stuck in that horrid shop with all those other insipid creatures. I’d give advice, and no one would listen. Mainly because none of them understood me.” He tilted his head. “Apart from my siblings, who can understand me but are still too insipid to take my advice.”

      “So you want me to listen to your advice?” I asked.

      He gave me a pointed look. “Well, isn’t it good advice?”

      I thought about everything he’d said. I hadn’t known Emma had retreated into herself so much in the last decade. I didn’t know a lot about Emma anymore. We had the kind of relationship where I could be gone for months, then come back for a single day, and we could pick up right where we’d left off. But Emma had never revealed she didn’t have other friends. Hadn’t revealed how isolated she’d become. Maybe I couldn’t have Emma in the way I’d once hoped, but I could do this for her. I could do what Herman said. Be there. Be her friend.

      Decision made, I stood and emerged out into the main area of the bustling tea shop, immediately regretting my decision when the entire establishment went silent.

      “Oh my witch,” someone said. “It’s Riven Shiu.”

      The entire place erupted in a frenzy, people immediately surrounding me, yelling my name, grabbing at my shirt, gripping my arms.

      Damnit. Suddenly, fire shot through the crowd, and a different kind of scream pierced the air, a frightened one.

      “Everybody give the man some space,” Herman said from above as his fire streamed over everyone’s heads, nearly singeing my hair.

      I shot him a look, and he shrugged.

      Most everyone backed away, except for one more dedicated fan, a woman wearing a pink witch hat, still gripping my arm tight.

      “Need a place to stay tonight?” she asked in a low voice.

      It was a tempting offer. It had been a while since I’d had a woman in my bed, mainly because I was so exhausted when on tour. She could be the exact distraction I needed.

      “I will give you until the count of three to let go of the bard,” Herman said in a stern voice, making the decision for me. “And then, I can’t promise my fire won’t make its way right to your ass⁠—”

      “Okay,” I said and grabbed her hand, gently removing it from my arm. “It was great to see everyone today, but I’m actually here on a break, so I’d really appreciate a little privacy.”

      Herman swooped down next to me. “You heard the man!”

      I should’ve brought Karl in here to do crowd control, but the giant orc would’ve made me stand out even more, something I didn’t want. Besides, after a lifetime of fighting in the Orc Wars, Karl had been excited to come on as my bodyguard and enjoy the delights all the towns we toured in had to offer.

      Herman wasn’t doing a bad job, though. He might have a future in body-guarding. The patrons continued to part, giving me a wide berth as I strode toward the door and out of the tea shop.
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      My heart pounded as I raced across the dirt road, almost getting run over by a horse and cart.

      A witch stuck her head out the window. “Oy!” she yelled. “Did no one teach you to look both way before crossing the street?”

      “Sorry,” I replied, continuing toward my father’s shop. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten about him. I got so wrapped up in Riven, in seeing him again.

      Guilt gnawed at me. One look at the handsome bard, and I’d dropped all my responsibilities. I wouldn’t let it happen again. I just hoped my father was okay. I had a strict schedule, checking in on him four times a day, bringing him tea and healthy meals.

      I wrenched open the door to the familiar little shop, animals peeking out at me from their cages and places where they perched on the shelves.

      My stomach dropped. It was silent. Eerily silent. Oh no. Had my father slept in this morning? I usually woke him every morning, but now that I ran the tea shop, I had to get up extra early to make the walk from our cottage to town. I wrung my hands together, walking up and down the aisles while all the animals stared.

      “Looking for something?”

      I jumped, putting my hand to my chest and turning to see a bright-eyed boy, no more than sixteen, staring down at me with his wide brown eyes. His brown hair hung to his shoulders.

      “You scared me,” I admonished.

      He scratched his head. I didn’t recognize him. Maybe he was the baker’s son? I couldn’t be sure.

      “I’m sorry, we have a no loitering policy here.” He pointed to a sign hung on the end of one of the shelves that read NO LOITERING. That was new.

      I frowned. “Who put that up?”

      “Oh, it was Mr. Thorne. Brilliant idea. He was tired of people coming in and just staring at the animals but not adopting any. We have specific play dates for town folk to interact with the creatures here.”

      “You do?” I asked.

      “Oh yes. Also Mr. Thorne’s idea.” He stroked his jaw. “Did you want to come for a play date? We have them every full moon on the second bell of the day.”

      Just as he said that, the afternoon bell rang in the distance, letting everyone know it was time to lunch.

      “I’m not loitering, and I’m not here to sign up for a play date.”

      The boy raised his nose. “Well, then, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “No!” I protested. “I’m Emma.” He stared at me blankly, and I huffed. “Emma Thorne.”

      His eyes widened. “Oh, Ms. Thorne. I’m such a fan. You know, you’ve put some brilliant systems in place here. Thanks to you, everything runs so smoothly.”

      I felt a little mollified at that. “I’m glad to hear that. I take it you’re my replacement?”

      “A job I take very seriously.” He stood straighter now, face growing sober.

      “Good to know.” I patted him on the shoulder. “Where is my father?”

      Just then, laughter rang out from the back room.

      “Oh, he’s back there with Ms. Hallow.”

      “Thank you . . .” I gestured, not knowing his name.

      “Grimm!”

      “Thank you, Grimm.” I moved down the aisle and toward the back office. A window gave view of my father, sitting in a chair behind the desk while Morty sat in a chair on the other side, both of them laughing over something.

      I swung open the door. “Hi!”

      My father’s gaze swiveled toward me. “Emma! I thought you weren’t coming for your afternoon check-in.”

      I bristled, shame bubbling up that he’d actually think I wouldn’t come “Nonsense.” I strode forward. “Just got a little busy at the shop.” I was about to tell him what we were having for lunch when I realized I didn’t come with any food.

      My hand floated up to my forehead. I was forgetting all kinds of things today.

      “Well, it appears I don’t have lunch for us.” I held up my empty hands with an apologetic smile.

      “Don’t worry. Morty brought me lunch.” He gestured to two empty bowls sitting on the table. “A nice veggie stew.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “Oh. That was nice of you, Morty.”

      The three of us fell into silence, and I rocked on my heels. “So Morty, what brings you in today?”

      Morty tugged at one of her spiral curls. “Since I don’t have a pet dragon anymore, I thought I might see about getting myself another animal. I asked your father for some recommendations, we got to talking, and I offered to get us lunch so we could continue our conversation. You know how it goes.”

      “Have you decided on a familiar?” I gestured out the window at the shelves full of them.

      “Oh, goodness, no. It’s so hard to choose.” Morty pointed out the window. “They all stare at me with those wide eyes, and I just can’t make a decision today. I’ll have to come back, take my time, so I can make the right choice.”

      I reached into my pocket to pull out a leaf. “Ready for your medicine?” I asked my father.

      He patted his belly. “Already took it.”

      “You did?” I asked.

      He nodded, a proud smile on his face.

      “Well, I guess I’ll be back at third bell,” I said, not quite sure what was happening. “And I’ll cook for us tonight?”

      Father reached for a cup of water sitting on his desk and took a sip. “Of course, Emma Bear. That would be lovely.”

      “Great,” I said, feeling a creeping unease, but I wasn’t sure why.

      “How are things at Steeped in Love?” Morty asked, leaning forward, chin propped in her hand.

      “Good!” I said, probably too quickly because both Morty and my father frowned. I averted my gaze. “There’s been a few bumps here and there . . .”

      “Is that a cut on your hand?” My father pointed to a thin line of blood on my palm. I must’ve gotten cut when the window shattered and didn’t realize it.

      “Is that shop still misbehaving?” Morty asked. “I swear, so much attitude in that one.”

      “Erm, yes,” I said. “It’s not taking to me as quickly as I would’ve liked. But I’m sure it will soon.”

      I was a lovely person. Yes, I could be high strung and anxious and obsessed with organization, but I was nice. The shop had no reason not to like me.

      “No loitering!” Grimm’s voice called. “Only serious customers allowed in the store. Please, there’s too many of you!”

      A gaggle of women giggled and shrieked.

      “I’m here for Emma,” a low voice said in response, and I stiffened.

      Riven. He’d followed me over here after I ran out on him. I groaned. I’d been so rude, rushing away without even explaining.

      My father stood from his chair and arched his neck to get a good view. “What’s going on out there?”

      Riven strode through the middle aisle as a group of girls followed him.

      Poor Grimm trailed after the crowd. “No loitering! It says so on the sign right there.” He pointed back at the sign, but no one seemed to notice, all their attention on the famous bard.

      Riven locked eyes with me through the office window and strode through the door. He slammed it shut and plastered himself to it, looking visibly relieved to have a barrier between him and his rabid fans.

      They crowded outside the office as I grabbed the curtain and yanked it over the window, making them all groan.

      “Riven!” My father rushed forward and grabbed his hand, shaking it vigorously. “It’s been too long, my boy.”

      Morty came to stand and opened her arms. “Hello, dear. Well, aren’t you looking as scrumptious as ever?” She pinched his cheeks, which turned pink.

      “I’m sorry I ran out like that.” I gestured toward my father. “I was late coming to check on my father. Lost track of time, I guess.” I rubbed my arm.

      “Yeah, I did too. It happens,” Riven said.

      Actually, no it didn’t. Not to me.

      “So what brings you here?” My father and Morty settled back into their chairs while Riven and I stood.

      “On a break,” Riven said simply, not providing any further detail.

      “A day? Two days?” My father reached for his pipe, which sat on his desk. He put it in his mouth and lit it.

      “A month, actually.”

      My head snapped in his direction. He never came home for that long. It was always a day or two at a time.

      “I just really wanted some peace and quiet,” Riven said right as one of the girls screamed his name outside the window, making us all jump.

      “Right.” My father’s eyes shifted toward the window. “How is that working out for you?”

      Poor Riven. He had built an amazing career, but it couldn’t be easy never having any privacy with all these women and girls fawning over him nonstop.

      “It’s a work in progress,” Riven said dismissively, frowning at Morty. “Why is your shop trying to kill Emma?”

      My mouth dropped open at the abrupt change of topic.

      “Kill is a strong word.” I gave a nervous laugh. Speaking of killing, I was going to wring that dragon’s neck for saying something to Riven. I knew my friend well enough to know he wouldn’t drop this until it was resolved.

      “What?” my father asked, pipe hanging from his mouth.

      Riven jabbed a finger in the direction of Steeped in Love. “I just witnessed a window shatter all over her.”

      He sounded upset about it. Really upset.

      “It wasn’t that big of a deal.” I waved my hand in the air.

      Riven’s jaw locked. “You could’ve gotten seriously hurt.”

      “But I didn’t,” I argued.

      He took a step closer, looming over me. I’d forgotten how big he was. “Because I shielded you.”

      “Well, that was sweet,” Morty interjected.

      “And I’m fine,” I said, an edge to my voice. The last thing I wanted was my father worrying about me. Stressing out his heart.

      “But you might not be next time.” Riven turned to Morty. “So how do we fix this?”

      I blinked a few times. We?

      Morty worked her jaw back and forth. “Huh.”

      That was not the response I wanted to hear.

      “Huh,” Riven echoed. “What does that mean?”

      Morty shot a look at my father, then back to us. “The shop usually accepts its new owners within a few weeks. It stopped trying to kill me after a couple of days.”

      My eyes bugged. That was new information.

      She tapped her chin. “Of course I had my husband at my side. Rest his soul.” Morty’s brows furrowed. “You’re clearly bringing in the customers, providing them with a great tea experience. All I’ve heard is rave reviews about the tea and the service.” She frowned. “How did your first matchmaking night go?”

      I cleared my throat. Steeped in Love was well known for its singles events. They happened every month, a chance for people looking for love to sit and chat with potential matches over hot tea. “Well.” I twisted my hands together. “I kind of cancelled it.”

      “What?” Morty asked in horror.

      “Why did you do that?” my father said.

      I felt Riven’s eyes on me, burning into me.

      “Emma,” Morty said slowly. “I think I’ve diagnosed the problem. Every owner since the founder of Steeped in Love has been in a relationship. You know the rich matchmaking history of the shop. It’s in the name. Love is a very important part of Steeped in Love. It wants an owner that will take that seriously.”

      I scoffed, unable to believe what she was saying. “You’re telling me that the tea shop doesn’t like me because I’m not in a relationship?”

      That was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard.

      Morty gave me a sympathetic smile. “I’m afraid that may be the case.”

      My father nodded along like this wasn’t absolutely absurd. Riven still just stared at me.

      “What am I supposed to do?” I asked with a laugh. “Conjure a boyfriend?”

      “Oh I wouldn’t recommend it.” Morty smacked her lips. “I have a friend that tried to create her own boyfriend, and she ended up creating a cactus who was obsessed with her. Kept getting spindles stuck everywhere.” Morty pointed at her crotch. “Down there.”

      I inhaled deeply, then exhaled a slow and steady breath. “I’m an independent woman. I own a business. I’m happy. I don’t want a relationship.”

      Everyone sat in silence for a moment while I stewed over this conundrum.

      “Then fake one,” Riven said quietly.

      I slowly turned to face him. “What?”

      He stepped forward. “Fake one. With me.”
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      RIVEN

      Witch’s tits. Why had I said that? The words had just burst out, but now that I’d said them, in front of not only Emma, but Morty and Mr. Thorne, I couldn’t take them back, so I forged on. “I’m here for a month. That’s enough time for the shop to see you’re in a relationship. When I have to leave, we can still pretend we’re together, doing long distance. The shop won’t know any different. It’ll just see that you’re serious about love. Like it wants.”

      “What are you getting out of this?” Emma asked, her blue eyes wide.

      “Riven!” one of the girls screamed outside the window, banging on it.

      Fuck, I’d forgotten they were there. “I’ll finally have some peace,” I said. “If I’m in a relationship, then maybe all these fans will stop throwing themselves at me. Especially if you’re with me all the time.”

      “All the time?” Emma repeated, brows furrowing.

      I swallowed. “I just mean when we’re putting on a show. You know, courting? Taking walks together? Doing everything one does when they’re in a relationship?”

      “Now that’s an interesting idea.” Morty clapped her hands together. “Emma, I think Riven might be onto something.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Emma looked from her father to Morty, mouth agape. “You both think this is a good idea?”

      Morty shrugged. “Well, I suppose you could come back here to work. The snake pit needs cleaning.”

      Emma’s face paled. She’d never wanted to work at the Arcane Creatures Emporium. She only came back here after the incident. The one that changed everything for us, for me.

      I took her hand, bringing her focus back to me. Some of the color returned to her face, and her gaze dipped down to her pale hand folded into mine. She swallowed and looked back up, her blue eyes so vibrant.

      “We can help each other,” I said. “I’m going to be spending time with you anyway. So let me do this for you.”

      Emma chewed the inside of her cheek, her silence eating away at me. Fake dating Emma would be dangerous, and I’d have to constantly remind myself it was pretend. Yet some part of me couldn’t help but be thrilled at the prospect of calling her mine, even if it wasn’t real. A more protective part of me also wanted to keep her safe. That tea shop could seriously injure her if it wanted to, and I couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow that to happen. I needed to make sure she was safe and happy before I left again. So I could do this for her. If she’d let me.

      Emma shrugged helplessly. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll be your fake girlfriend.”

      Relief flooded me. Morty squealed, while Mr. Thorne shot an unsure glance between the two of us.

      “Wonderful.” Morty rushed forward and wrapped her arms around both of us, bringing us in tight. “This will fix the problem in no time, and the tea shop will accept you as its new owner. So glad we got this figured out.”

      Emma and I stared at each other, and I had no idea what was going on in that mind of hers.

      “So what do we do now?” she asked.

      I actually had no idea. Should we waltz into the shop and announce our relationship? Should we be more subtle about it? Holding hands? Kissing?

      The thought of my lips on hers shot heat straight through me. “I’m not really sure.”

      Morty gave us a knowing look. “I’ve got an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma and I emerged from Mr. Thorne’s office holding hands. The girls began squealing as soon as they saw me, but their squeals quickly died as their gazes trailed down to our interlocked fingers.

      I squeezed Emma’s hand tighter. She still looked shocked over this entire situation, her mouth ajar, her eyes shifting back and forth, hand limp in mine. I hoped she wasn’t already regretting this.

      “Wait a minute. I thought Riven Shiu was single,” one of the girls whined to the others.

      I tipped my head at them. “I believe some of you know my girlfriend, Emma Thorne?”

      The girls’ faces deflated, and I felt a little sorry for them. I liked my fans. Most of them were sweet and kind and appropriate. But there were always the ones that took it too far. That grabbed me, got in my personal space, invaded my privacy. I didn’t actually know if fake dating Emma would solve any of that, but it was the only thing I could think of to say when she’d asked why I would do this. Because I couldn’t admit the real truth: that if I couldn’t really date her, then I’d fake date her.

      Fuck. That was pathetic. If everyone knew the famous bard Riven Shiu was hopelessly in love with his best friend, they wouldn’t believe it. I might have had a persona as a charming playboy bard, but I’d never been able to shake these feelings for Emma. No matter how many women I bedded, how far I traveled, the minute I came back here, all those feelings rushed back like they always did. I’d do this final thing, and then I would move on for good. I had to.

      We pushed through the girls, half of them with their mouths open, the other half with wrinkled noses, but every single one of them with disappointment written across their faces.

      “Do you really think this will work?” Emma whispered out the side of her mouth.

      It should’ve felt odd holding her hand, but it didn’t. It felt natural, like it was something we should’ve been doing all along.

      “I guess we’ll find out,” I said.
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      Eager witches lined up outside the door to Steeped in Love. The fifth bell rang from the bell tower, indicating it was evening time. The sun sank in the sky, and I straightened my shoulders from behind the counter. Riven’s hand found mine, and it filled me with a sense of calm.

      Morty’s plan had worked. As soon as those girls saw Riven and me holding hands, they’d immediately done what teenage girls do best: gossip. Word spread, and by the end of the day, everyone in Thistlegrove knew that Riven Shiu and Emma Thorne were in a relationship.

      Even better, I’d had almost no incidents with the tea shop in the last week since we’d made things official. No plates getting thrown at my head, no chairs trying to trip me, no shelves threatening to topple over. It was nice not having to worry about losing any important limbs. Riven had been here every day, holding my hand, slipping his arms around my waist. Subtle touches and smiles. It looked like it had been enough to convince the tea shop.

      And now I was hosting our first matchmaking night since I’d taken over, which I sensed made the tea shop happy—and made me nervous. Matchmaking, love, it was what made the shop and the tea special. We’d placed candles on each table to provide some ambience. They flickered with a dim light. Rose petals were scattered across the floor, and we’d covered each table with a silk pink tablecloth and seafoam-colored linen napkins.

      I grabbed my wand and walked over to the hearth, stirring the cauldron that bubbled with a pink, frothy liquid. Heat warmed my skin from the small fire crackling under the cauldron. I’d made a special potion tonight, one that would help our patrons follow their intuition, find the right person for them. Pink smoke curled up in the air.

      Everything was perfect. I turned to survey the small space and made my way across the room again, where Riven was polishing the last few tea cups.

      We had specific tea sets for these events. Tea that inspired romance, sensuality, and love. Tea that would help everyone open up as they mingled with different partners and hopefully walked away with a date by the end of the evening. Steeped in Love had one of the best matchmaking events in the realm. I didn’t know what I’d been thinking canceling the first one.

      “Are we opening yet?” Herman swooped down and landed on the bar top. “Oh, I’m so excited. It’s going to be awkwardness galore tonight.”

      Riven snorted, and I raised a brow. “That’s what you’re excited about? Not the potential for people to meet their true loves?”

      Herman scoffed, smoke puffing from his nostrils. “You don’t even believe in love.”

      I felt Riven stiffen beside me, and he slipped his hand from mine. The majority of his songs were about love, so clearly Riven believed in it. Probably because he’d had so many girlfriends over the years. Gossip about the bard spread fast and furious, and I was constantly hearing about the gorgeous women on his arm at different events.

      “That’s not true,” I said. “Why would you say that?”

      “Oh, maybe because in all the years I’ve been at Arcane Creatures Emporium, I never once saw you in a relationship.”

      I glared at him. “That’s because I was busy running a business and taking care of my father. But now I’m in a very happy relationship,” I said with an edge to my voice.

      We hadn’t told Herman about the fake part of our relationship. The dragon could not keep a secret, and if we told him the truth, he wouldn’t last a day before spilling it to someone.

      “I’m surprised,” Herman said. “I mean, yes, you always talked about Riven all the time. Riven this and Riven that⁠—”

      “And that’s enough out of you.” I stuffed a chocolate-covered strawberry into his mouth, my cheeks flaming.

      “So what’s in the tea?” Riven asked from beside me, and I hoped he hadn’t been paying attention to Herman while he polished the tea cups.

      I didn’t talk about Riven all the time. He was an important part of my life, so naturally, I mentioned him occasionally. Herman was exaggerating. Like always.

      I pointed to the tins. “It’s actually Layla’s recipe. She thought of the idea to create a custom mix for tonight. It’s never been used before.”

      Which made me a little nervous, but when Layla approached me with the idea, I figured why not try it? She’d seemed so nervous and unsure of herself, and I wanted to give her a confidence boost. I hoped it worked, even though Layla wouldn’t be here to see it. She’d told me in advance she wouldn’t be able to work tonight, which was why Riven was here to help.

      “Cocoa nubs, dried cherry leaves, carob chips, and rose oil. Plus a hint of an aphrodisiac leaf that Layla made using one of her spells.”

      The trays were ready. Now all we needed was to open the door and invite the patrons in. I nodded at Herman, and he made a sound I’d never heard come from the dragon’s mouth.

      Riven leaned down and whispered in my ear. “Did he just squeal?”

      “You heard him.” I crossed my arms. “He’s ready for the drama.”

      Riven raised a brow. “Are we expecting drama?”

      I shrugged helplessly. “I’ve never done this before. Maybe it’ll be inspiration for a new song?”

      He laughed.

      Herman used his tail to turn the handle on the door. A blast of wind blew it open, and all our waiting customers began to file in, sitting at tables where their name cards were propped. Layla had told me it was best to have themed nights. Ones for men and women, ones for older witches, ones for men who preferred men or women who preferred women. Tonight, we were doing a witch-only event.

      I stilled when I saw Layla walking in. She gave me a shy smile and wave before taking her seat at a table. So that’s why she couldn’t work tonight. Because she was attending the event.

      “Is that . . .?” Riven gestured to Layla.

      “Yes! I didn’t know she was looking for a relationship.”

      Another witch sat at Layla’s table, brown hair long and wavy. Riven took his seat in the corner, grabbing his lute, which was propped against the chair. He’d offered to be the musical guest tonight, set the ambience, and I’d eagerly agreed.

      His fingers deftly plucked a few strings of his lute as he started to sing. All the breath left my lungs. I hadn’t heard Riven sing in a long time. Long before he became famous. I heard his songs sung by others, especially other bards who did their own interpretations of them. But he’d never actually put on a show in Thistlegrove.

      He closed his eyes, strumming a gentle tune while the words flowed from his mouth, smooth and buttery. Beautiful. The song was about a lost love. Haunting but hopeful, the ending hinting that the love had come back, that there was another chance.

      “Are you going to actually serve the tea or just stand there and look at Riven all night?” Herman said from next to me, flapping his wings. “He is very easy on the eyes, but you have a job to do, you know.”

      I startled, realizing I’d leaned my elbows on the counter, chin propped in my hands while I stared at the bard. “Yes.” I cleared my throat and straightened my apron. “I was just about to get started.” Low murmurs and conversation filled the tea shop along with Riven’s rich baritone.

      The trays lifted into the air and floated toward each table.

      Herman and I spent the rest of the night flitting from table to table, taking additional tea orders, keeping time, and encouraging everyone to switch tables and meet as many new partners as possible. Layla and the woman with the brown hair were the only ones who didn’t move from their tables, sitting in deep conversation.

      I couldn’t help the way my gaze kept gravitating toward Riven. His muscles flexed from under his blue tunic, which had laces in the front that showed his hard chest. That same chest that had been pressed against me just a week earlier when he’d tried to save me from that shattering window. I hadn’t let myself think about that moment until now.

      Riven was my friend. He was also famous and could have any woman he wanted. Not to mention he was only here for a month and then would be off again, gone for who knew how long. There were a million reasons why he and I could never be in an actual relationship, and yet, staring at him as he played and sang so soulfully, I was starting to forget every single one, letting myself remember that night so long ago. That night we’d almost kissed.

      The song came to an end, and I jolted as everyone broke into applause. Riven stood, his chest glistening with sweat. I supposed playing was hard work. He strapped his lute around his back, waving to the crowd, then shot me a smile that made my knees go weak. His dimples puckered in his cheeks, his eyes sparkling. He was meant to do this. It was clear Riven was in his element when he was playing.

      He winked at me, then sat down to start playing again, and I tore my eyes away, forcing myself to wander around the room, pick up empty plates and tea cups. I strayed toward Layla’s table, overhearing her conversation with the other witch. Althea, I believed, was her name.

      They spoke in hushed, quiet tones, but I picked out a few pieces of their conversation. Well, conversation was a generous term. Althea talked the entire time, Layla barely having a chance to respond. I grabbed a rag from the counter and leaned down to wipe a nearby table, wondering if the reason Layla hadn’t matched with any others was because Althea was dominating the entire conversation. I bit the inside of my cheek, wondering if I should intervene. If Morty would intervene.

      Before I had a chance, the sixth bell rang throughout the village. The night was officially over, and we’d survived without a single hiccup.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      EMMA

      The last couple left for the night, holding hands as they strolled out the door, already making plans to come back for tea the following day. It had been a successful event, and I saw several matches come out of it.

      I frowned as I watched Althea leading Layla across the street. I felt a protectiveness over Layla. She was young and impressionable, while Althea was older, could easily manipulate Layla. Rags wiped down tables, and a broom swept the floor.

      “Well, that was a success.” I turned to see Riven standing there, lute still strapped over his shoulder.

      “I know,” I picked up the rag that finished wiping the last table. “I can’t believe I didn’t realize how important these matchmaking events were.”

      They were the entire reason Steeped in Love had gained such a big reputation. Other than the tea, obviously. I’d been foolish to cancel the first one.

      “Why did you cancel the first event?” Riven asked, dropping down into a chair. The broom swept behind him.

      “I just wanted to get my footing before hosting a big event,” I said. “With the shop acting up and constantly trying to impale me, I wanted to get things sorted out before I dove into something else.” I sat down across from him and realized there was a tea set sitting between us that hadn’t gotten used.

      He raised an eyebrow, and I laughed, shaking my head. “The event is over,” I reminded him.

      “Maybe we’re having an after-hours event.” He leaned forward.

      I looked out the window at Herman flying across the street. He decided to visit his brother and sisters tonight and sleep at Arcane Creatures Emporium. He’d be back in the morning.

      Dim candles still lit the shop, flickering from each table, and the fire under the cauldron popped and crackled. This was silly. I really should check in on my father. Although he was probably already asleep.

      “Oh, come on. Have a little tea with me,” Riven said, nudging his head toward the shelves with a meaningful expression.

      I knew what he was getting at. It would be good to put on a show for the shop. We hadn’t done much other than a few little touches and hand holding. An actual romantic date like this would be convincing.

      I reached down and fished my wand from my apron, then touched it to the kettle, which began glowing. Bubbles surfaced as the water simmered. Riven placed the tins into the cups, and I poured the hot liquid over it.

      He raised his cup. “Cheers.”

      We clinked our glasses and each took a sip, the tea fragrant and rich with hints of chocolate and cherry.

      “Okay, now that’s good tea.” He took another sip, then set the cup down. “I don’t get tea like this on the road.”

      “Then what do you mainly drink?” I asked.

      “Ale. A lot of ale.”

      I leaned forward. “Well, since you mostly play in taverns, I guess that’s not surprising.”

      “Do you go to The Brewhouse often? Ever see Draven?” he asked.

      I hadn’t been in a long time, admittedly. “No,” I said quietly, looking down at my hands. “I don’t get out much. I definitely don’t live as glamorous a life as you do.”

      “Well, let’s change that,” Riven said, and I looked up.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s get out on the town. Do stuff. Have fun.”

      That didn’t sound so bad. I wanted to go out, to do things, but I didn’t have anyone to do them with. And besides, after long days working at the shop, I was so tired, I usually went home, made dinner for me and my father, maybe got a little reading or piano in, then fell asleep. It wasn’t like I was bored.

      “Okay.” I took a sip of my tea, feeling more open, more flirtatious, than I had in a long time. “So what does a typical date with Riven Shiu look like? What are your moves?”

      A wicked smile came to his face, dimples and all. “I can’t go giving away all my secrets.”

      “Yes you can. I’m already your girlfriend, remember? I just want to know what to expect on some of these outings you’re planning.”

      “Oh, I’m the one planning them?” He pressed a hand to his chest.

      I nodded. “I think it’s only fair with you being gone all the time, leaving me so lonely and sad. You owe me a few nice dates.” I took another sip of tea as his smile grew. “Let me guess: a nice dinner somewhere, a drink after, maybe a personal concert back in your room at the inn?”

      So maybe I’d heard a few very intimate details about Riven and the women he hosted.

      “For a casual date, someone I don’t know. Sure. But not for my girlfriend.” He stared at me with such intensity I couldn’t get a proper breath out.

      “So what would you do?” My voice came out breathy and husky. “For your girlfriend?”

      He shot me a charming smile and stood, gesturing for me to do the same. My legs felt weak as I came to a stand in front of him.

      He lifted a finger and tucked a stray curl behind my ear.

      “I’d do something much more intimate,” he said and wrapped an arm around my waist, tugging me closer until our bodies were almost flush. He lifted his hand and I did the same, our palms touching. He leaned down, his breath grazing my cheek, my neck, my ear. “I’d start the night with a dance.”

      “A dance?” I asked as he twirled me around.

      We spun, our feet moving in the same rhythm as he maneuvered us in between tables and around chairs. He lifted my hand above our heads and twirled me in a circle.

      I laughed. “I didn’t realize you were such a good dancer.”

      “I’m good at many things, Ms. Thorne.” He pulled my body back into him and dipped me.

      “I’m starting to see that,” I said, his nose nearly touching mine. He held me like that, my back arched, his arm wrapped tight around it, hand curling tight over my waist. I stared into his eyes, a beautiful rich brown that had always reminded me of the oak trees populating Thistlegrove Forest.

      He slowly brought us back up and stepped away, taking all the warmth of his touch with him.

      “And next,” he said, like he hadn’t just literally swept me off my feet, “I’d cook for her.”

      I crossed my arms and laughed. “Now I know you’re lying. You’ve proven you can dance, but you forget that I know you, Riven Shiu. And I also know that you can’t cook.” I’d learned that when we’d attended the Coven Institute. We lived in separate dormitories, and he came to mine almost nightly for dinner. “Remember when you started getting mysterious hives every time you visited, and we came to find out my roommate hexed you, hoping it would deter you from coming over?”

      Riven’s smile turned mischievous. “She underestimated how hungry I was.” Something about his words felt feral, a deeper meaning to them that made me look away as my cheeks heated.

      I trailed a finger over the silk of the tablecloth. “We spent weeks trying to figure out why you were breaking out in hives every time you stepped foot in my dormitory.”

      “Only to find the hex hanging under my chair.”

      The same chair he sat in every night to eat dinner. I’d been furious at the time, and my roommate ended up getting suspended over the entire ordeal. I swallowed, remembering what came after. Riven had declared we needed to celebrate being rid of the “wicked” witch. He brought over wine, and we drank. A lot. And then . . . well, then he’d leaned over to kiss me. I’d wanted to kiss him back. But right before our lips met, a telegram arrived, notifying me that my father had suffered a heart attack.

      “I’ve changed, you know,” Riven said, snapping me out of my memories.

      I looked up at him. “Oh? You’re telling me a famous bard like yourself doesn’t have others to prepare his meals for him? You’re on the road all the time.”

      “I like to cook.” He slipped his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “I make campfire meals. Karl hunts and skins the animals, but I do the cooking. I learned early on that Karl likes his meat raw and bloody, so if I wanted to eat a proper meal, I’d have to make it myself.”

      I wrinkle my nose at the description of the orc’s meal preferences.

      “Okay.” I took a step forward. “What happens after dinner?”

      His eyes gleamed wickedly. “Well, then comes dessert.”

      My skin prickled with his words, with heat, with desire. “Oh,” was all I managed to squeak out.

      This was a side of Riven I didn’t normally see. The charm, the flirtation, the innuendos . . . no wonder he had half the women of the Witchlands—and many men—in love with him.

      I picked my empty tea cup off the table and held it up. “This is some strong tea.”

      “Don’t you want to know what comes after dessert?” Riven asked.

      I backed into the table as he prowled toward me. “What?”

      He stopped in front of me, my whole body flushing with the heat of his gaze. Before he could speak, a plate flew off one of the shelves, and I ducked.

      “Oh, not this again.” I shot a panicked look at Riven.

      “Emma!” He grabbed me and slammed my back to his chest as a cup whizzed by our ears.

      I gasped as tins upon tins floated from the shelves, ready to hurtle themselves straight at us. This was an all-out attack. The most aggressive one yet.

      “Fuck,” Riven muttered.

      “We’re going to die,” I said. “My tea shop is actually going to kill me.”

      “No,” Riven said roughly. “It’s not.”

      The tins began to shake, probably about to launch right at my head.

      Before I could even ask what that meant, Riven swiveled me away from his chest to face him and crushed his mouth to mine. I stiffened, but then his mouth prodded mine open, and I melted into him.

      He hoisted me up onto the table, the entire world fading to just his lips, his hands gripping my hips tight, my legs spreading apart as he pushed between them. A moan escaped my mouth, and I reveled under the way his lips tasted, hints of chocolate and cherry still lingering.

      He teased my mouth open further, his tongue slipping inside, mingling with mine. I didn’t know where I began and he ended. We were one, and it felt perfect. It felt right. Our kiss deepened, and he pushed me down into the table, the pressure of his hard body feeling so good. Plates and cups clattered to the floor in the distance, and I barely heard it, only able to focus on the sound of his breath, his heady groans as he dug his hips into mine.

      I clutched his shirt, balling it up into my fists as he continued to devour me with his mouth, and I responded eagerly. Witch Superior, kissing him was like its own kind of magic.

      A crash sounded, and I jolted.

      We both shot up at the same time, him standing and me still sitting on the table. His shirt was wrinkled and parted open, his lips red and swollen. I looked down at the shattered glass, and realized we’d knocked the entire tray over, tea leaves spread across the floor, the glass tea kettle broken.

      Then I realized everything else had settled back down. The tins of tea sat back on the shelves, exactly where they’d been before. The plates, cups, and cutlery all sat neatly organized like they’d never floated up into the air and threatened to attack.

      I cleared my throat. “I guess it worked.” I slide off the table, bustling past Riven while avoiding eye contact and putting distance between us.

      The broom and dustpan floated past me toward the glass.

      Riven scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah, that was the whole point. Sorry if I took you by surprise.”

      “No,” I said quickly, hoping this didn’t affect our friendship. “No, it was good. Not the kiss,” I amended, then squeezed my eyes shut. “The kiss was good. Great.”

      Witch’s tits, I wished I could stop rambling.

      “What I mean is, that was a good idea. And look.” I did an awkward twirl. “I’m still alive.”

      “Okay, then.” He jabbed a thumb toward the door. “I guess I’ll get back to the inn. Unless you need me to stay?”

      “No.” I made a shooing motion, almost jabbing him in the eye with my hand. “Go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He moved toward the door, paused, opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, then shut it, and left. I watched out the window until he disappeared from sight, wondering what in the witch superior had just happened.
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      EMMA

      I stood outside Steeped in Love and touched my wand to the forest-green door with its golden handle. I was practicing a new spell Layla had come up with that would automatically seal the entire shop so no one could enter without my wand and the words to the un-sealing spell.

      After I’d used Layla’s tea concoction last night at the matchmaking event, she’d seemed so much more confident today. I wanted to keep encouraging that confidence. She was eager and smart—a hard worker. Her aunt underestimated her.

      “Emma!”

      I whirled around to see Layla walking toward me on the dim street. Floating lanterns filled with glowing yellow light lit the streets at nighttime. As the sun sank over the horizon, the lights glowed brighter, illuminating Layla’s black and warm brown skin. She waved as she approached.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought you went home.”

      I looked toward Thistlegrove Forest in the distance. The town of Thistlegrove bordered the tree line. Most of the residents lived in cottages in the forest, but a few chose to reside in small apartments over their businesses.

      Layla twisted her hands together. “Well.” She looked down at her feet, and I wondered what she was so anxious about. “I was thinking you and I could go get a drink at The Brewhouse.”

      She said the words in a rush, so quickly I almost couldn’t understand them. I blinked, taking in her proposition. Father was still at Arcane Creatures Emporium. He was hosting open play tonight for any residents who wanted to come and meet the animals. I looked across the street as he bustled around the shop, arms full of the invisible cats.

      He didn’t need me for anything. Meanwhile, poor Layla shifted from foot to foot, looking so anxious I couldn’t help but say yes.

      Her face brightened after I gave my answer. “Really?”

      “Why not?” I shrugged. “I just finished the sealing spell you created. Brilliant, by the way. Do you want to go now?”

      “That sounds perfect.” She offered me her arm, and I linked mine through it as we walked on the dirt road that wove through the town. Businesses dotted both sides of the road sporadically and grassy fields spread out around all the buildings. Flower pots sat outside many of the businesses, beautiful shades of pink, purple, and red geraniums sprouting from them.

      “Do you want to take the riverwalk?” I asked.

      Layla nodded as we veered between two of the buildings toward a dirt road that ran along the river.

      The river bubbled, flowing over rocks in a gentle motion. From here I could see fish darting through the clear water. The walkway curved up ahead, giving a glorious view of the waterfall that fed into it. Big clusters of rock jutted upward on either side of the waterfall. It was a lovely walk, though the river itself could be dangerous, too rough for swimming.

      The road curved away from the river and ran alongside Thistlegrove Forest. Tall, thick trunks shot into the air, branches full of dark and light green leaves. We kept walking along the road until we came to the back entrance of The Brewhouse, a wooden structure with a forest-green roof.

      Music floated through the air, and I stiffened right outside the door. Not just any music. Riven’s music. He must have been playing tonight. Maybe a favor to the owner, Draven, who was his good friend.

      “What’s wrong?” Layla stood at the door, holding it open. “Are you not feeling well?”

      I cleared my throat and strode forward. “No, don’t be silly. I’m feeling fine.”

      Just trying to figure out how to navigate my fake relationship after that kiss last night. A kiss that had rocked me to my core. I’d spent all day thinking about it, reliving it over and over. I was torn between wanting to do it again and wanting to run as far from Riven as I could.

      I’d seen him briefly today. He’d come in, given me a chaste kiss on the cheek, and then said he had plans for the day so he wouldn’t be around. Now I knew what those plans were. He was probably resting and preparing for his show.

      The smells of ale and honey butter filled the air as we entered and walked down a short hallway until we emerged into the main room of the tavern. Booths filled one side, tables populating the middle, and a long bar top spread across the other wall with bar stools tucked underneath.

      Draven Darkstone stood behind the counter, serving up frosted mugs of ale while Riven walked through the tavern, strumming his lute and singing one of his newer songs, a tale about a witch who was sent by a king to kill a monster terrorizing the king’s kingdom.

      Layla was about to sit at a table in the front, but I grabbed her arm. “Let’s sit over there.” I pointed at a booth tucked into the corner. We made our way toward it, settling in.

      The strap of Riven’s lute looped around his shoulder and across his chest, his chest that I had my hands on just last night. He strummed the instrument effortlessly, walking from table to table as patrons clapped, cheered, and interacted when he came near. His thick black hair gleamed, not a single strand out of place, and every time he smiled, his dimples appeared.

      “Wow, he’s really talented.”

      “Hm?” I said. I’d forgotten anyone else was here for a moment, so lost in Riven and his music.

      “Are you okay?” Layla bit her lip. “You seem off tonight.” She looked at Riven. “Is there something wrong with you and Riven?”

      “No,” I said quickly. The last thing I needed were rumors spreading that we’d broken up.

      A young woman walked up to us, hair dark and short. She folded her hands in front of the apron she wore over her green dress. “What can I get for you two?”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to drink ale. I’d tasted it a few times, but it was so sour and bitter.

      “How about apple ale?” Layla shot me a questioning look. “It’s a new sweeter drink Draven has been tinkering with. I think you might like it . . .” Her words trailed off, her voice growing quiet toward the end like she wasn’t sure she should’ve suggested it.

      “And some bread and butter?” I added.

      The barmaid nodded and hurried away to another table of witches waving to get her attention.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I ordered for you.” Layla looked down at the table. “It just seemed like you didn’t know what to get for yourself.”

      “I guess I don’t get out very much,” I admitted. “Between running my father’s business and caring for him, I’m not very social.” I tucked a curl behind my ear.

      “Mr. Thorne seems to be doing good on his own,” Layla offered.

      Riven swiveled around, starting up a more lively tune that had everyone tapping their feet and clapping along as his voice rang out.

      “Yes, I agree,” I said absently, stomach clenching tight.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” Layla asked, gaze bouncing between me and Riven. “I don’t want to pry, but you’ve been distracted since we got here, and every time you look at Riven, you’re frowning.”

      At that, all my feelings bubbled up at once. “Riven and I are in a fake relationship,” I burst out. “It was Morty’s idea, a way to get the tea shop to accept me. Everything has been going well, but then last night after everyone left he kissed me, and now I’m having all these confusing feelings that I cannot be having because Riven isn’t really my boyfriend, and he’s going to be leaving again soon, so it wouldn’t work anyway. Not that I’m assuming he would even want to be in a relationship with me. Not when we’re friends.”

      Layla stared at me with wide eyes.

      I groaned and sunk my head into my arms. “That was a lot. I’m sorry.”

      “No.” Layla put her hand on my arm, and I lifted my head. “Do you have real feelings for him?”

      Riven and I had been friends for as long as I could remember, and I’d never thought about him as anything other than that until we’d gone away to the Coven Institute. The more time we’d spent together, the more I began to see him in a different light. The more I began to see a future with him.

      “We almost kissed once,” I admitted. “A decade ago while we attended the institute.”

      “What happened?” Layla leaned forward.

      Two tankards of golden ale floated down on our table, followed by a loaf of dark bread and smooth honey butter. I grabbed a chunk, dunking it in the smooth butter and popping it in my mouth.

      “I liked him,” I said miserably. It wasn’t something I’d ever admitted out loud. That I’d barely even admitted to myself. It would be like cutting open a wound that I’d stitched closed, and I couldn’t bear the thought of it. “I think he might have liked me, too, but I don’t know because we never talked about it. We were just about to kiss, then a carrier pigeon had burst in through the door, a letter clutched in its little talons. My father had suffered a heart attack. I left immediately to come home.”

      When I’d arrived home, I’d been shocked to see how much my father had fallen apart. The cottage was a mess, all his food moldy and stale. His shop was even worse, on the verge of needing to be permanently closed. That had all been happening before his heart attack. He wasn’t doing well without me.

      I knew that I couldn’t leave him again. He wouldn’t survive it.

      “So you left the institute and Riven started his career as a bard.” Layla took a sip from tankard. “And you two never talked about that night?”

      I shook my head. “I honestly started to think maybe I imagined it. Maybe I imagined him leaning in like he wanted to kiss me. But now we have kissed, and it’s brought back all those feelings that I suppressed for so long.”

      Because if I let myself admit I wanted something more than friendship with Riven, what would that mean for my life here with my father?

      “So do something about it,” Layla said.

      Riven was back at the front of the room, his fingers picking their way over the strings in an intricate rhythm.

      “What can I do?” I asked. “Even if I do have feelings for Riven, I can’t act on them. It would never work between us. Not with his career and my life.”

      “Maybe he would give it all up for you?” She grabbed a chunk of bread and popped it in her mouth.

      I stared at him as he closed his eyes, slowing the beat down as his voice rang out, soulful and passionate.

      “No,” I said. “He loves what he does. This is what he was meant to do. I could never ask him to give it up, even if he claimed he wanted to. It would only lead to resentment.”

      Layla bit her lip, and I took a drink of the apple ale. It sparkled in my mouth, short, sweet bursts of apple and sugar mingling with the ale.

      “This is delicious.” I took another drink. “And thank you. For listening.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t help more,” Layla said.

      “I don’t think I was looking for a solution.” I grabbed a piece of bread and took a bite. “I think I just needed to talk about it.”

      Layla blew out a breath. “I know what you mean. Relationships are complicated.”

      I wondered if she was referring to her date the previous night. “How did last night go?” I hedged.

      Her face broke into a shy smile. “It was nice.”

      Well, that wasn’t much information. If Herman were here, he’d be peppering her with questions. I thought about the conversation I’d overheard between her and Althea, how Althea had talked nonstop, not letting Layla get a single word in.

      If I was going to run this tea shop, host these matchmaking events, then that meant I was responsible for those who met potential matches. I was definitely responsible for Layla since she worked for me.

      Layla traced a circle of condensation on the table, and I waited to see if she’d say anything else. A broom swept past us on the floor, pushing crumbs into a dustpan. “Althea was nice,” Layla offered.

      “That’s good,” I said. “Did you get to tell her much about yourself?”

      Layla’s finger stopped in its motion, and her brows furrowed. “Well, I didn’t do a lot of talking. She did ask some questions.” She tilted her head. “She also talked . . . a lot. But her stories were so fascinating. I could’ve listened to them all night.”

      My stomach sank, my suspicions confirmed. “You know, you didn’t talk to anyone else. There were a lot of lovely witches there.” I took a bite of bread. “Are you looking for a serious courtship?”

      “Yes,” Layla said, her eyes going dreamy. “I want to get married, have a family, a good job. I know I’m young and I didn’t attend the institute, but I-I think I have a lot of good qualities.” Her voice grew so quiet, I almost didn’t hear that last part.

      “You do,” I said firmly.

      Her face fell. “I wish Aunt Morty saw that.”

      My own heart squeezed in sympathy. “She does.”

      It was clear that Layla needed a partner who’d instill confidence in her. If she really wanted a relationship, then she deserved someone who would, at the very least, let her talk and share her ideas, not walk all over her.

      “Maybe get out there a bit,” I suggested. “Althea is just one witch. There are so many others you could talk to, court, get to know.”

      She swallowed, and I could tell my words made her uncomfortable.

      “Only if you want to,” I said quickly.

      “I do need to get out of my comfort zone.” She chewed at her lip for a moment, then gave a firm nod. “You know, we could do it together.”

      “Do what together?” My eyes shifted back and forth.

      “Get out of our comfort zones.” She tipped her head toward Riven, who was now standing on the bar top, feet tapping as the tavern cheered. “You can’t know if you two have a chance unless you try,” she said.

      My stomach twisted. I supposed I needed to follow my own advice. If Layla could be brave and put herself out there, then maybe I could too.
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      RIVEN

      The tavern erupted in cheers as I played my final song of the night.

      “Alright, now get out!” Draven yelled to everyone as he wiped down the counter.

      The tavern began emptying, my lute case brimming with gold coins.

      I waited until the last patron left, then approached the bar. “You really know how to make your patrons feel special.” I took a seat on one of the stools.

      He paused, lifting a brow. “When I said ‘get out,’ that included you. We stayed open far later than I wanted to thanks to encore after encore from you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, reaching over the bar and grabbing an empty tankard, then clinking it down.

      Draven sighed. “Fine.” He pointed his wand at the barrel behind him, then said a spell. The ale lifted in a perfect ball that floated over my tankard and dropped into it with a splat. The amber liquid sloshed out out the side, down onto the bar top Draven had just cleaned.

      He whipped the rag over his shoulder. “You’re cleaning that.”

      “Why don’t you just spell your rag to do it?” I asked, thinking of all the clever cleaning spells Emma used at Steeped in Love. “Save yourself the trouble.”

      He certainly had enough money to buy any spelled object he wished to.

      Draven grunted, which I assumed was as much of an answer as I would get. Some magicks thought spells had gone too far these days, magic doing everyday tasks that they believed they could do themselves. It was more of the older magicks against all these newfound spells. Many of them argued it was leading to laziness and complacency in our society.

      It felt like everyday I passed merchants on the road with new spelled items that could do amazing things: brooms that could sweep for you, rags that could clean every surface, firewood that would always burn. But there were downsides. I once saw a broom that wouldn’t stop smacking its owner. He ended up having to chop it into pieces, and even then, the pieces chased after the poor guy. In the end, he burned the broom, and that finally put the magic to rest.

      “Why are you here with me instead of with Emma?” Draven asked. “Isn’t she your girlfriend now?”

      My shoulders slumped at the mention of Emma. “And here I was thinking you weren’t a gossip.”

      “I’m not.” Draven shot me a glare. “It’s not my fault every person in this damned town is talking about the famous Riven Shiu finally being tied down.”

      After that amazing kiss last night, I wanted to see Emma again, but I needed a day to think about what I would say.

      That kiss, her soft, curvy body under mine as I pinned her to the table . . . my cock had ached all day just thinking about it. I’d spent last night after that kiss in my room at the inn, pumping myself while imagining all the things I’d wanted to do to her on that table. Then I’d finished and came up with about a million reasons why none of those things could ever happen.

      “You stay past closing, make me pour you ale, and now you’re not even drinking it.” Draven leaned his elbows on the bar top. “Are you trying to get me to ask you what’s wrong?”

      I rubbed my jaw.

      “Fine.” He rolled his eyes. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I kissed Emma yesterday,” I said.

      “So? Isn’t she your girlfriend?”

      I took a long drink of the ale. “You know, the more time I spend with you, the more I’m convinced you are a grumpy old man in the body of a thirty-five-year-old.”

      Draven just cocked his head, not looking amused by my assessment.

      “Okay,” I said. “Don’t tell anyone this.” I paused. Draven was probably the one person I could confide in. It wasn’t that he didn’t gossip. He didn’t hardly talk. Period. To anyone.

      Draven just stared at me, jaw locked as he waited.

      “We’re not in a real relationship. We’re faking it.”

      “Who does that?” Draven asked. “And why?”

      “It doesn’t matter. The point is that the kiss wasn’t real.” I shook my head. “Well, it was real, but she thinks it was fake. Part of the show we’re putting on.”

      Draven rubbed his temples. “ I have a lot of questions, but I’m not going to ask any of them.”

      “Fair enough.” I took another long drink. “But the things I felt during that kiss . . . I don’t know if I can keep doing this. I want to tell her how I feel, but I also don’t know how a relationship between us is possible. Not unless one of us gives up our life for the other person.”

      “And that would lead to resentment,” Draven added.

      “Exactly.”

      Draven sighed heavily. “If I give you my opinion, will you finally leave?”

      “Sure?” I shifted the lute strap on my shoulder.

      “Tell her how you feel, for fuck’s sake.”

      I waited, and when he didn’t say anything else, I gestured for him to continue. “That’s it?” I asked. “That’s your amazing advice? You don’t think I already thought of that?”

      Draven sighed again. “She’s an adult, Riven. She deserves a chance to choose her own life. To choose what she wants for herself. You not telling her means you’re making that choice for her.”

      I’d never thought of it like that. I’d always thought giving her the choice was the unfair thing to do. The selfish thing to do. But maybe withholding my feelings was the selfish part of all this.

      I stood abruptly, knocking my stool back. “I have to go.”

      “Thank the Witch Superior,” Draven muttered as I turned and ran out of his tavern.
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      EMMA

      I banged my wand against my hand, a few sparks shooting from the end of it.

      “Please watch where you’re pointing that thing,” Herman said from his spot on the counter, where he lay curled up.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be heating the water right now?” I jammed my hand against the end of the wand again. “Why are you napping when you’re on shift?”

      He sat up. “I wanted to talk to you about that. You know, I’m feeling very taken advantage of. Where are my wages?”

      “Wages?” I repeated.

      “Yes.” He straightened. “I think I deserve to get paid for my work.”

      “You have a roof over your head, get all the food and tea you could want, and you get to interfere with other people’s lives all day long. What more do you want?”

      He cocked his head, pink ears perked. “That’s a good point.” He lay back down, and I huffed. “Why are you messing with your wand?”

      “Well, that cup just tried to thwack me in the skull, so I need to practice some protection spells.”

      I didn’t understand why the tea shop wasn’t responding to this relationship between me and Riven. It should’ve been working by now. Especially after Riven had his tongue down my throat last night. Layla wasn’t here today, and we were in the slow part of the afternoon, only a few patrons sitting at the tables, so I had time to come up with a few protection spells. Except my wand wasn’t working. Probably because I was distracted.

      I’d tossed and turned all night thinking about Layla’s words, and I’d decided that tonight I would tell Riven the truth. I’d tell him about my feelings for him. The thought made me giddy and nauseous all at the same time. I didn’t know how he’d respond, but I also knew that if I didn’t tell him, I’d regret it. Especially after that kiss. I wanted his lips on mine again.

      “Why are you touching your lips so much today?” Herman asked, peeking one fuchsia eye open.

      I didn’t realize I had been. I quickly dropped my hand down to the counter.

      “I thought you were napping,” I said with a raised brow. “But if you’re up, a few tables could use cleaning.”

      He quickly closed his eyes again, and I smiled.

      The door opened, and Althea walked in. She looked around expectantly, then her face fell. “Can I help you?” I asked. “We have a special today.” I pointed to the wooden board propped against the wall, with the special written in a light pink cursive, another idea—and spell—that Layla had come up with. “It’s a vanilla caramel with blackberry tea leaves.”

      Althea shook her head. “No, I was just looking for Layla. We were supposed to meet this morning at the bakery, but she didn’t come. I was worried.”

      I bit my lip, thinking back to my conversation with Layla the previous night. I didn’t know she had plans with Althea. I hope she didn’t stand Althea up because of our conversation. I hadn’t meant she should ignore Althea, just maybe explore other options.

      “Oh, well I’m sure Layla must have had a good reason for not coming. She might be under the weather?”

      Disappointment filled Althea’s eyes. “Or maybe I talked too much,” she said. “I do that sometimes when I’m nervous. I probably scared her away.”

      Now I felt awful. “No,” I said. “I’m sure that’s not the case. Tell you what, when I see Layla again, I’ll let her know you stopped by.”

      Hope filled Althea’s eyes. “Really?”

      “Of course. How about a cup of tea on the house? I know just the tea for you.”

      “Okay.” Althea made her way to a table in the corner. Sunlight dappled across the floorboards, filling the shop with a golden warmth that made everything look otherworldly. It was my favorite time of day here.

      I moved behind the counter and touched my wand to a kettle. It floated to a barrel with water and dipped into it. Once it was full, it rose above the barrel, glowing with heat.

      I got to work putting together a combination of leaves that would hopefully ease Althea’s anxiety and fill her with some hope. Lemon peels, rose, and blueberry with a dash of honey. Once I finished the tea, I took the tray to Althea myself, setting it on the table. I placed the tin of tea leaves in her porcelain cup, this one decorated with delicate pink roses, then I poured the water in. Purple and blue bloomed into the water, making it a warm red color.

      “Enjoy,” I said as I turned and tripped, falling down and banging my knees on the floor. I looked behind me to see a raised floorboard.

      “Are you alright?” Althea asked, alarm in her voice.

      “I’m fine.” I looked up at the tea shop. “Seriously?” I muttered. I didn’t know what it wanted from me. I was doing everything Morty had said, showing the tea shop I was serious about love, and yet, it still wouldn’t accept me.

      Maybe it knew my relationship was fake. Even though that kiss two nights ago had certainly felt real.

      “There you go, touching your lips again.” Herman floated over me, offering one of his scaled legs to help me up.

      I cleared my throat and accepted his help, coming to a stand.

      “Do you need some lip balm?’ he asked, squinting at me. “Your lips do look a little dry.”

      I dropped my hand away from my mouth. “No they do not.” I walked back around the counter.

      Maybe the shop sensed my nerves. Maybe when its owner was frazzled and anxious, it acted out? I’d talk to Morty again soon, get some more insight about how to handle all this.

      I had to make this work. I’d only moved across the street, but just that small leap felt so freeing. I couldn’t imagine going back to Arcane Creatures Emporium.

      I needed to talk to Riven. I couldn’t delay anymore. It didn’t matter if the shop knew our relationship was fake or if it was responding to my anxiety over that kiss. Either way, the solution lay in talking to Riven and figuring out what was going on between us. After a decade of ignoring these feelings, it was time. I just needed to find him first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      RIVEN

      I stood in the clearing of the forest, staring down at the checkered picnic blanket, a basket sitting atop it filled with cheese, chocolate, and wine.

      Fairy bugs flitted around us, insects the size of my fingernail with wings that glowed all different colors. They were well-known for their beautiful wings and their ability to heal wounds. Many healers captured fairy bugs and ground up their wings into tonics. It wasn’t a cure for serious illness but could be used for colds, fevers, and minor cuts and infections.

      I rubbed my jaw. “Do you think it’s too much?” I asked Draven.

      He leaned against one of the tall trees surrounding the clearing. “Yes,” he said.

      “You’re right.” I looked at the little checkered blanket. “It’s not enough. She’s not going to be impressed by a picnic blanket and some cheese.”

      “You’ve lost it,” Draven muttered. “You like the woman. When you like a woman, you let her know. Then you court her. Then you marry her. And then you have babies. At least that’s what I’ve been told.”

      I snorted. Draven certainly wouldn’t know. He didn’t like anybody. Apart from his sister . . . his best friend Elm, and maybe me.

      I turned to face him as he swatted a fairy bug from his face. “Tell me, when was the last time you told a woman you had feelings for her?”

      He scowled.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      He had many women after him because of his wealth and power, but my friend had no interest in love. He’d had lovers over the years, but he’d never spend more than a night with them. He definitely wouldn’t go to these kind of lengths. I’d clearly brought the wrong person out here to help me. I should’ve asked Karl, but the orc was having the time of his life in Thistlegrove. Now that I’d entered into this fake relationship with Emma, he didn’t have to constantly guard me. He could actually have a life, and he was living it. Going to the tavern every night, going fishing in Shrubble River, visiting all the many shops Thistlegrove had to offer. He’d be sorely disappointed when he actually had to start doing his job again. Which might be soon if Emma rejected me and our relationship was officially over.

      Draven shoved off the tree and stalked forward. “It’s nice.”

      My eyes widened. “Was that an actual compliment from Draven Darkstone?”

      He glowered. “I’ll take it back if you keep harping on about it.”

      I held up my hands. “Alright, thank you for helping me set up.” He hadn’t actually done much other than glower at me while I’d done most of the work. “Now I just need to get Emma here and tell her how I’ve felt for the past decade.”

      “Sounds easy.” Draven turned, then looked over his shoulder. “Good luck, Riven.”

      I was going to need it.
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        * * *

      

      Through the treetops, I could see the pink and lavender sky, which meant Emma should be closing shop and heading home. I knew for a fact that she walked through this exact spot to get to her and her father’s cottage, which meant all I had to do was wait.

      I shot a glance at the picnic blanket and started pacing, wondering if I was being a fool. This could ruin everything between Emma and me. Decades of friendship gone with one revelation. But the alternative was worse. I couldn’t do this anymore. Especially after that kiss. I couldn’t pretend she was just a friend or a fake girlfriend.

      I blew out a shaky breath as boots stomped and crunched over leaves. My head shot up just as Emma emerged through the trees. Her gaze bounced between the picnic basket and me.

      Her face lost some of its color, and her hand floated to her mouth, horror flashing in her eyes.

      Not the reaction I was hoping for.

      “I’m sorry, I just need to . . .” She backed up, bumping into a tree, then turned and ran.

      That definitely was not the reaction I was expecting. Shit. I took off after her. “Emma!” I called. “Emma, please, just wait!”

      I caught flashes of her dark blue dress through the trees ahead, but she never slowed.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. I hadn’t known if she’d want the same things as I did, but I definitely did not expect her to just turn and run like that.

      And damnit, I was not used to running. Bards didn’t exactly have that in their job description. A stitch formed in my side, my legs cramping as I raced after her. Why in the witches’ tits was she so fast?

      Finally, her little cottage came into view. A thick, knotted tree stood next to it, leaning over the cottage, its leaves brushing the roof.

      Much like the buildings in town, moss clung to the roof, and vines hung down the sides, pink and purple flowers dotting them. Stone steps led up to the front door, and a little wooden porch stretched around the front of the house. Emma was just running up the steps and slamming the door as I arrived.

      I hunched over, breathing heavily. “Emma,” I said. “Can we just talk?”

      She didn’t respond, and I groaned, then made my way up the steps, lungs burning. I knocked on the door, but she still didn’t answer. I sighed and leaned my back against the door, then slid down into a seat, still breathing heavy. So that was it then. That was her answer. She’d literally run away from my romantic gesture.

      It was ironic. I could have any woman I wanted—except for the one woman I actually did want.

      My throat grew thick, and I sank my head into my hands. Draven was right. It was too much. It was overwhelming. What had I been thinking? It was the bard in me. All those romantic songs I sang got to my head, and I’d lost touch with reality.

      The door swung open, and I fell backward into Emma’s house as she screeched. My head thwacked against the hard floor, my vision growing fuzzy as Emma’s face appeared over me.

      Her hands flew up to her mouth. “Riven, I thought you were gone.”

      “Nope.” I grunted, slowly sitting up and touching the back of my head, now sore from banging into her floor.

      She gripped my arm, trying to help me to a stand at the same time as I tried to yank my arm away. I just needed to get out of here and get some space. Then maybe we could talk and salvage our friendship at least. She lost her footing and slammed into me, both of us tumbling back to the ground, her body now flush with mine.

      And just like that, I was back in the tea shop, my body pressed to hers, my mouth on hers, my hands gripping her hips.

      She squeaked and scrambled off of me. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t trying to do that. I wasn’t trying to do anything.”

      I winced at the reminder, pushing myself to a stand as she backed into the wooden kitchen table that sat behind her.

      “It’s okay if you want to end our fake relationship,” she said. “I understand.”

      I blinked a few times.“What?”

      She waved her hands in front of her. “That’s why you’ve been so distant since that kiss. Because you have some woman you’re trying to impress? The picnic I just saw? Who’s the lucky witch?”

      Understanding hit me. She thought I was interested in someone else, that I was trying to go back on our deal. And she was upset about it. Relief flooded me, and I almost laughed.

      Instead, I took a step forward. “Emma Thorne, are you jealous?”

      Her jaw locked. “No, of course not. I’m happy for you. As long as you’re happy.”

      “I am happy,” I said.

      “Good,” she said back.

      I took another step forward. “Do you want to know why I’m happy?”

      “Not particularly.” She raised her chin, and I smiled. “I thought we were friends. Friends tell each other these things,” she finished quickly. “I’m assuming it has to do with this mystery woman you forgot to tell me about.”

      “It does,” I agreed.

      She swallowed thickly. “You could have just told me about her instead of sneaking behind my back. The tea shop probably senses you’re interested in someone else.”

      I took another step forward, close enough now that I could reach out and grab her.

      “Well, I can tell you about her now if you’d like.”

      Curiosity flashed in her eyes, but she didn’t say anything.

      “She’s very pretty,” I said. “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “She’s also very caring. She takes care of everyone all the time, but she’s not always as good at taking care of herself.”

      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing she has you,” Emma said, an edge to her tone that I wasn’t used to.

      I ticked off my fingers. “She’s smart. She makes me laugh. She snorts sometimes when she laughs too hard, which she’s mortified by, but I think it’s adorable.”

      Emma huffed. “I think I’ve heard enough, and I’ve had a long day⁠—”

      I closed the distance between us, wrapping my arms around her back and bringing her to me. She let out a gasp, and I gazed down at her, running a thumb down her cheek.

      “She also happens to be my best friend.”

      Her mouth dropped open, then she closed it. Then it fell open again. She did that a few more times before finally speaking. “Me?” she asked. “That picnic was for me?”

      I shrugged. “Surprise?”

      She let out a laugh of disbelief, then stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to mine, winding her arms around my neck. I moaned in response to her soft mouth. Fuck, I could spend all night kissing her. Tasting her.

      She pulled back and cupped my cheeks with her hands. “We should talk.”

      That was the absolute last thing I wanted to do with her lips so close to mine, but she was right. I swallowed and nodded. “I know just the place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      EMMA

      Riven and I walked in silence as he led me back to the little clearing with the picnic he’d planned. I felt giddy after that kiss, after realizing that Riven had done all this for me. When I’d first seen the picnic, I’d been so sure it was for someone else, that that was why he’d been distant since the other night. But I’d gotten it all wrong.

      Riven felt the same as I did.

      I’d wanted to keep kissing him in my cottage. I’d wanted him to lay me down and press me against that table like he had in the tea shop, but we had to talk first. After so long of not talking about us, this conversation needed to happen.

      We came into the clearing, filled with fairy bugs that floated in the air like twinkling lights. Riven gestured to the blanket, and I sat down, looking at the beautiful wicker basket, the hard cheese, the bottle of wine. It was so romantic.

      “I can’t believe you set this all up for me,” I said.

      Riven patted the blanket. “These were actually gifts I brought you from my travels. I was going to give them to you, then figured, why not enjoy them with you?”

      I gasped. Riven always brought gifts for me. He opened up my world when I couldn’t do it myself. He knew how important understanding and seeing the realm was to me, and the fact that he’d done something so thoughtful just made my heart swell even bigger.

      “There’s a story behind each of these, you know,” he said.

      There always was, and Riven made sure he knew the history, the origin, the interesting facts about each item he brought. I soaked up all his stories, reveled in them, in the fact that now I had one more small piece of the big world.

      “But,” he said, drawing up a knee and hooking an arm around it. “I’m not sure I feel like doing a lot of talking right now.”

      I raised a brow. “Oh?”

      “Emma,” he said, “in case it wasn’t abundantly clear in your cottage, I have feelings for you. I’ve had feelings for you for a long time, but I didn’t want to ruin our friendship, so I pushed them away.”

      Those were the words I’d been wanting to hear. “I have feelings for you too,” I admitted. “But now what?”

      A wicked smile crossed his face. “Well, we could keep kissing.”

      I shoved him. “Riven! Don’t you think we should talk about this?”

      “The thing is I’ve spent a decade wanting you.” His face grew serious. “Then we kissed the other night, and it was like the floodgates opened. I don’t want to think about the future right now. I don’t want to think about all the complications. I just want you, Emma. Right here. Right now. And if you don’t feel the same or you’re not ready for that, that’s okay. But no, I don’t want to talk. I want to kiss you until you’re dizzy. I want to touch you until you’re panting. I want to bury myself between your legs until you’re so satisfied you can’t form a single thought. That’s what I want. It’s what I’ve wanted for a long time.”

      Witch Superior.

      Heat flooded between my legs. I wanted that too. I wanted him so badly that every question, concern, thought, disappeared. All I could focus on were his lips, his heated gaze, and his words rolling through me.

      We both moved at the same time, our mouths crashing together. I pulled him over me, and we toppled to the blanket, laughing and kissing and fumbling with each other’s clothes.

      “Why does this dress have so many buttons?” he murmured into my mouth, his deft fingers working quickly to undo the brass buttons trailing up the front of my dress.

      “I don’t know,” I said, “but I’m strongly considering no longer buying dresses with buttons after this.”

      He laughed into my mouth as my hands slid down underneath his tunic, splaying across his stomach and bare chest. I slid my hands up, reveling in the feel of every hard plane and edge. I pushed his shirt, and he sat up, raising his arms and yanking it off, then throwing it somewhere into the forest.

      I took him in as he kneeled between my legs. His golden skin gleamed under the fairy bugs flickering above us. I reached out a finger and traced the muscles of his abs, then trailed my finger up to his chest, smooth and hard as the rest of him.

      He closed his eyes and shuddered under my touch, then fell back down on top of me. “I’m about to rip this dress right off you.” He continued to work his way through the buttons.

      “Go ahead. I really didn’t like it that much anyway.”

      A growl escaped him as he grabbed the fabric and ripped it away, spreading the dress out over my shoulders and tugging it down until the upper half of my body was exposed. His pupils grew to the size of orbs as he took me in.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Emma. Witch Superior, I’ve thought about this so many times over the years.”

      He ran a thumb over my peaked nipple, and I shuddered at the touch. He leaned down and kissed me hard, my mouth opening for him as our tongues collided. His thumb rubbed circles around my nipple. I arched into him, that area between my legs throbbing with desire. It was hard to believe this was happening. That hours ago, I was anxious about telling Riven how I felt. Now I was wondering why I hadn’t done this years ago.

      He trailed kisses down my neck, and he sucked on one nipple, moaning. I rubbed against his thigh, needing that friction between my legs while he sucked me harder, then switched to the other breast.

      “This one needs some attention too,” he said, his voice low and raspy.

      “It does,” I agreed, breathless. “It definitely does.”

      He shifted his hips, grounding in between my legs, and his tongue swirled in circles around my nipple.

      I gasped, tilting my hips, rocking against him, needing him so badly.

      “Riven,” I said. “Riven, please.”

      He dipped his head further down, pressing kisses across my stomach as he tugged at my dress. I helped him push my dress and panties over my hips and kicked them both off.

      He kneeled over me, hard length straining against his trousers while he stared at me, gaze devouring every inch of my body. I came up to my knees and faced him, hands drifting down to the laces on his trousers.

      “My turn,” I said and undid the laces, keeping my gaze locked with his.

      He didn’t move as I pushed his trousers over his hips and down his legs. Holy witch. He was glorious. His long length bobbed between us, thick and with a bead of moisture at the tip. A sharp V pointed to his hard length, and I reached out a tentative hand, then gripped him, giving him a few pumps.

      “Oh, fuck,” he said, pressing his forehead to mine. I guided him to my slick entrance and moved the tip of his cock up and down my slit.

      We both shuddered at the contact. He pushed me back onto the ground and hovered over me, the tip of his hard length teasing my entrance.

      I lifted my hips in a silent plea, and he entered me, instantly filling my intense need. He withdrew achingly slow, then plunged back inside of me. He pulled out, again going slow so I could feel every part of him in delicious detail. I rolled my hips and grabbed fistfuls of the blanket under me, urging him to quicken his pace.

      He moaned, and I felt the sound straight to my core.

      “I thought you’d want to take it slow.” He leaned down and pressed a kiss to my lips.

      I gazed up at him. “You’re not the only one who’s been waiting for a decade.”

      He stilled at that admission. I hadn’t told him how long I’d had feelings for him, how long I’d suppressed those feelings. But I didn’t want any more secrets between us.

      Our mouths met again as he rammed into me, quick, hard, unrelenting. My hips rocked to meet his movements, a fire building in my belly, spreading across my hips, threatening to burn me up in this pleasure.

      My body grew tighter and tighter as we devoured each other, gasping, moaning, calling each other’s names.

      His hands stayed at my waist, and he dug his fingers into my skin. Our breaths mingled as he pushed me closer toward the edge.

      “Riven,” I gasped. “Riven.” I said his name like a prayer, like all my hopes and dreams rested on him.

      He ground deeper into me, and his tongue swirled with mine. My core pulled taut at his powerful strokes, an explosion of pleasure rocking me as I cried out.

      He continued driving me over that edge as explosion after explosion burst in me, wrecking me in all the best ways. I rode it out, then let out a final shuddering breath when I felt his warm seed spilling inside of me. I’d need to visit the healer for a tonic tomorrow. I hadn’t needed one in a long, long time.

      Riven collapsed over me, and we lay together, him still inside of me as our breathing calmed. He pressed a kiss to my forehead and slipped out of me, sitting and pulling on his trousers.

      We were silent while we both finished dressing. Then we met each other’s gazes and burst out laughing.

      “Why didn’t we do that sooner?” he asked, handing me a piece of cheese from the basket he’d packed.

      “I don’t know.” I took the cheese, suddenly ravenous. “It was amazing.”

      “It was, wasn’t it?” He smirked. “I always knew it would be.”

      I lifted the remnants of my ripped dress that hung around me. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “I won’t complain if you wear it.”

      I shoved him. “And be exposed to the entire town?”

      He stretched his tunic over his head and held it out to me. “Will this work until we get back to your cottage?”

      I leaned over and kissed him, our lips lingering before I pulled away and grabbed the tunic. “It’s huge,” I said as I put it on and it fell past my thighs.

      “It looks good on you. Far better than it does on me.” His gaze grew heated again, and a tingle spread through my belly.

      He dug into the basket we’d knocked aside at some point and pulled out a few berries, popping one in his mouth.

      “It’s so weird,” I said while chewing, “that this doesn’t feel weird.”

      “It feels like we should’ve been doing this all along.” His gaze turned tender, and he reached out and tucked a curl behind my ear.

      He was right. I wondered how different things might have been if we’d kissed that night in my dormitory. And then I thought of all the reasons why we hadn’t. Reasons I didn’t want to think about right now.

      I stuffed a bite of cheese in my mouth. “So what do we do now?”

      His eyes glinted. “Well, you could come back to the inn with me, and we could do that again.” He kissed my neck. “And again.” He kissed my collarbone. “And again.”

      The heat of his kisses shot straight between my legs. “That sounds tempting.”

      I thought of my father. I’d barely seen him these last few nights, busy with the matchmaking events, and he seemed fine. I’d checked on him today, and he’d been remembering to take his medicine. He’d cooked for himself. He’d seemed happy and good.

      One night at Riven’s couldn’t hurt. I’d check on my father first thing in the morning.

      Riven was already dipping his hand under my tunic again, fingers brushing against my inner thighs.

      Suddenly, I didn’t feel like eating anymore. He slipped a finger inside of me and spent the next hour convincing me of all the reasons why I should come back to the inn with him.
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      EMMA

      I stood behind the counter inside Steeped in Love after another busy day. Layla finished wiping down a table as the last patron left the shop. The sun was sinking outside, the sky a lilac that reminded me of our latest tea creation: purple haze, which consisted of currants, purple tea leaves, and hints of blackberry jam. Purple leaves came from the desert region of Thaloria. The leaves were found in a plant that only bloomed during the coolest time of the year in the desert, making it rare and quite a delicacy. It had a subtle floral flavor that was sweet and light. I loved looking at pictures of the desert with its swelling hills of sand and rock outcroppings. It must have been magnificent to see in person.

      “What another successful day,” Herman said from where he was curled up on the counter, eyes blinking closed.

      “Yes.” I grabbed empty tea leaf tins and set them up on the wooden shelves. “You were very successful at napping today.”

      He peeked an eye open. “Well, I wouldn’t be so tired if you and your boyfriend hadn’t kept me up late last night.”

      My cheeks heated.

      “Here I was, curled up by the fire.” He pointed his tail at a hearth that sat in the corner of the shop. We hadn’t used it during the day because it was too warm, but at night, it got cool enough that Herman liked it to be lit. “Then bam: the door busts open and in stumbles Riven Shiu, half naked.”

      I cleared my throat. I’d forgotten Herman would be here. I was so used to him sleeping at Arcane Creatures Emporium with his siblings, and it wasn’t like I ever came to the shop at night.

      Riven and I had been at the tavern, having a few drinks, and then he’d casually reached my hand under the table and rubbed his inner thighs. That was all it took for Riven to yank me out of the tavern. We’d barely made it to the tea shop, already undressing each other as we stumbled inside. He’d just slipped his hand between my legs, rubbing over my panties, when Herman shrieked and shot fire at us, thinking we were intruders.

      My skirt had caught on fire, and coupled with Herman’s shrieks, that had effectively killed the mood.

      “I’m glad you and your boyfriend are getting along so well, but if you could get along behind closed doors and not in public, I’d appreciate it.” Herman huffed, smoke puffing from his nostrils.

      I groaned, my cheeks now flaming as Layla hid a smile behind her hand. “We both apologized.” Several times. “And we promised that wouldn’t happen again. I didn’t realize anyone would be here.”

      He pointed his tail at the windows. “And what about those? You two were going to be on display for all of Thistlegrove?”

      Okay, so we hadn’t exactly been thinking clearly, not after the alcohol. In the last two weeks since that day in the forest, we’d barely been able to keep our hands off each other. I’d never felt like this before.

      “Oh, she’s smiling again,” Herman said to Layla. “I know that smile. She’s thinking about Riven. Probably about his abs. I got a good peek at them last night, and holy witch. You could cut stone on those things.”

      “Herman,” I said, shooting a glance at Layla. “That’s enough about Riven.”

      Layla approached the counter. She tugged at her black hair, twisting a strand around her finger and not meeting my eyes.

      “Everything alright?” I asked.

      “I, um, well, I was hoping I could have tomorrow off? If it’s too much of an imposition, then just tell me, and I’ll rearrange my plans⁠—”

      I lay a hand over hers. Her gaze slowly rose to meet mine.

      “Of course you can have the day off.” I raised a brow. “Special plans with a special someone?”

      Layla’s cheeks turned pink, which was confirmation enough for me.

      Layla had taken my advice and had come to another matchmaking event, this time mingling and meeting lots of different witches. By the end of the night, I’d figured out the perfect match for her: a witch who was in town selling special charms she made. She traveled all over the realm selling these charms. I’d overheard her conversation with Layla, and her life seemed to wondrous. Her adventures. The things she’d seen. She could open up Layla’s whole world. Get her out of her shell. So I might have pushed Layla to pursue her. Now, a week and a half later and they’d seen each other every day since.

      “How did purple haze do today?” Layla asked, changing the subject.

      “We sold out,” I said. “Another amazing tea recipe from you. You’ve got so many lately. We’ll miss you if you suddenly get the urge to take off and travel the world . . .”

      I trailed off as Layla’s eyes widened. “Oh, I don’t know about that. That’s . . . well, that’s a big leap.” She bit at her thumbnail.

      “If you really like Sarise, then maybe it’s a risk worth taking.” I gave a shrug. “Or you can write and keep in touch until she’s here again.”

      Layla’s face had lost some of its color. “I should go,” she said. “I’m meeting Sarisa for dinner tonight at The Brewhouse.”

      “Have fun,” I called after her, and she practically ran out the door.

      Herman snorted.

      I turned. “Do you have something to say?”

      “You just encouraged a twenty-two-year-old to quit her job, pack her bags, and travel the world with someone she just met.”

      I scoffed. “That’s not . . . that didn’t . . . I didn’t . . . that’s not what happened,” I finished weakly. “She and Sarise have hit it off spectacularly.”

      Herman yawned. “And you know that based on one conversation you witnessed between them?”

      I grabbed the wet rag and swatted at the dragon. He shrieked. “I’m supposed to help matches along.”

      “Says who?” Herman didn’t have eyebrows, but if he did, I imagined he’d be raising one right now.

      “Says me.” I dropped the rag as the door opened.

      I was about to yell out that we were closed when Riven stepped through. Butterflies took up residence in my stomach as he strode toward me, his lute strapped around his chest.

      He walked behind the counter, wrapping his arms around me and kissing me. I sank into him, melted from the warmth of his body, the feel of his hard muscles⁠—

      “Witch’s tits, can you two give it a rest already?”

      I jumped from Riven, shooting a guilty look at Herman.

      The dragon rolled his eyes. “You two need to just hole up in a cabin somewhere for a week, maybe a month, and give the rest of us some peace and quiet.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Riven murmured. “We would be naked on every surface in that cabin.”

      I elbowed him, and he let out a quiet laugh as Herman settled back down.

      The door burst open again, this time a pigeon flying in with a letter clutched in its talons. It dropped the letter in Riven’s hands and flew away. One of my father’s pigeons. He’d trained them to deliver mail throughout the Witchlands. He’d even tried to get them to go beyond the Witchlands to the rest of Thaloria, but they’d been shot dead. Found just outside our borders. Everyone else in the realm tended to be suspicious of our magic, afraid of it.

      Riven frowned down at the letter in his hand and the pigeon fluttered off. “It’s from my manager,” he said, then tore it open, reading it.

      “Is everything okay?” The butterflies in my stomach turned into knots the deeper his frown grew.

      “Well, don’t keep us here in suspense, man,” Herman said. “What does it say?”

      I should’ve chastised Herman for being rude, but I kept my mouth shut, hoping Riven would tell us what was going on.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I have another tour opportunity,” he said.

      “Oh.” Over the last few weeks, we’d talked a bit about Riven staying longer since he didn’t have any concrete plans. My heart sank. “That’s great news.”

      He swallowed. “It’s in the mortal lands. A royal tour.”

      My mouth dropped open. Witches didn’t tend to travel outside the Witchlands. Not when everyone else was afraid of us and our magic. To be invited was a huge opportunity. “What does that mean?” I asked.

      His gaze dipped back down to the letter. “They want me to come and play for all the courts, for feasts, balls, weddings. It’s a big contract. The biggest I’ve ever gotten. I normally tour in taverns in the Witchlands. Not castles.”

      This was huge. Riven was already famous, but this could elevate him to new levels. It also meant he’d be leaving soon—and traveling far, far away.

      “How long is the tour?” I asked.

      “One year,” he said.

      One year. That was a long time.

      I summoned a smile, my throat feeling sticky and thick. “I’m so happy for you.” I surged forward to give him a hug.

      “Emma,” he said softly, and I pushed back.

      “This is amazing,” I said like he hadn’t spoken. “We should go out to celebrate. Tonight. Let me go home and change and tell my father I’ll be out late.”

      “Are you sure, Emma?” Riven asked, his eyes crinkling.

      “Herman, can you finish closing up?” My voice shook.

      “I suppose,” Herman said. “Although it would be nice to get an invite out every once in a while, you know.”

      A tea cup flung itself at me from the shelf, and instead of ducking, I raised my hands to catch it, then threw it on the floor. It burst into hundreds of pieces. “Give it a rest already!” I shouted at the tea shop.

      Riven and Herman stared at me with wide eyes as I let out a frustrated grunt.

      “Emma,” Riven started but I was already turning, running toward the door as the tears began to fall.
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      EMMA

      I swiped at the tears falling down my cheeks as I walked on the riverwalk next to Shrubble River. We’d had rain the last few days, so the water levels were higher than normal, and splashes of water sprayed the bottom of my skirt.

      Of course Riven was going to leave. I’d known from the beginning he was only here temporarily. This wasn’t his home, not like it was mine. It was a place he visited when he needed a break. His real life wasn’t here. It was out in the world. Without me.

      That had been why I’d spent so many years denying that I had feelings for him. I knew it wouldn’t work. Then he’d kissed me, and I’d lost all sense. I’d started to believe that maybe we could figure something out. But what solution could we possibly have when his life was out there and mine was here, in Thistlegrove?

      Tears blurred my vision, and I bumped into someone, both of us falling on the path. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I said, coming to a stand and pawing at the tears.

      “It’s okay.” A feminine voice with a thick accent spoke, and I looked up. She had long black hair that flowed down to her waist and dark brown skin the color of russet. It was Sarise.

      “I’m late,” she said. “I was supposed to meet Layla at the tavern. Thank you for introducing us, by the way. She’s so lovely.”

      I sniffled, glad she hadn’t noticed I was crying. “Well, I didn’t do much. Just hosted the event. It’s a tradition at the tea shop.”

      “Yes, I’ve been to many of them across the realm. Every time I come to a new city, I love to meet a new partner, have fun, and then I’m off again.”

      I frowned, my stomach dropping. “You aren’t looking for a relationship?”

      “Oh goodness, no.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “How could I have a relationship when I’m always traveling? Unless my partner was able to travel with me, and not many want that lifestyle. I don’t even know if I would want that anyway. I like my life the way it is. Fun, easy, uncomplicated.”

      “Right.” Her words burrowed deep, digging into the wound already festering in my heart. She lived the same type of life as Riven. He’d never even said he wanted a relationship. He said he had feelings for me, that he had so much fun with me, but that wasn’t the same as wanting a life with me.

      My chest tightened.

      “Are you okay?” Sarise put a hand on my arm. “Do you want me to stay with you?”

      “No. You go. Don’t want to keep Layla waiting.”

      She nodded, looking unsure, but turned. I groaned as she walked off down the path and out of view. I was going to have to tell Layla. I’d encouraged her to get to know Sarise, and now I’d have to let her know that Sarise wasn’t interested in anything more than a fling.

      Riven was leaving, Steeped in Love still didn’t like me, and I was going to be responsible for Layla’s heart breaking. Suddenly everything seemed so impossible. I let out a sob, then tripped over a rock, and stumbled straight toward the river.

      I let out a shriek as I braced myself to be swept away when a hand grabbed my arm.

      “Emma!”

      A strong arm pulled me in, crushing me to a very familiar chest.

      And I lost it. I sobbed into my father’s tunic, big heaping sobs that made my shoulders shake as tears soaked his orange shirt.

      “Emma bear, what’s wrong?” He pulled me away from the river and toward a set of stone pillars that travelers often sat on to rest or to take in the view of the river and the fields beyond.

      “I’ve made a mess of everything.” I wiped at the tears streaming down my cheeks. “The tea shop hates me,” I admitted. “The plan with Riven didn’t work.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” My father patted my knee.

      “And I don’t blame it. I’m not good with my own love life, and I’m certainly not good with anyone else’s.”

      My father was silent for a moment, staring at the rushing river in front of us. The sinking sun cast a golden sheen over the top of the water. “Does this have anything to do with Riven?”

      I stiffened. “I told you our plan didn’t work. The fake relationship. The tea shop knows we’re not real.”

      That must have been why it was still attacking me. Even when I thought real feelings were growing between us, it knew otherwise.

      “You’re not happy,” my father said.

      I turned to him, a laugh escaping me. “What clued you in?” I gestured to my tear-streaked face, my puffy eyes.

      He laughed, too, and soon we both were laughing, until it turned into a hiccup, then a sob, and then I was crying again.

      “Oh, Emma.” My father reached into the front pocket of his tunic and pulled out a handkerchief, dabbing at my cheeks.

      That only made me cry harder.

      “That’s not quite what I meant,” he finally said once my sobs quieted.

      “About what?”

      He ran a hand over his thinning grey hair. “I didn’t mean you’re not happy in this moment. Clearly you’re not, but I meant you haven’t been happy. In a long time.”

      I swallowed, my throat going dry. “That’s not true. I love being here with you, working with you.”

      “Maybe.” He tipped his head to the side, the light showing all the little wrinkles stretching across his forehead. “But it doesn’t mean you’ve been happy.”

      “It’s a good life,” I protested.

      “But is it the life you want for yourself?” he asked.

      We’d never talked about this before, had a conversation about what I wanted for myself. What I wanted didn’t matter.

      I opened my mouth, not sure what to say.

      “Oh.” He put his head into his hands.

      “Are you alright?” Panic spiked in me. “Is it your heart?”

      “I’ve made such a mess of things,” he said.

      “What are you talking about?” I tucked a stray curl behind my ear. “How have you made a mess of anything? All you’ve ever done is be there for me. You never had to. From the moment you came into my life, you acted like a father. Not like I was a burden or something to get rid of. You loved me.”

      “Of course I did.” He stared at me in shock. “Emma, I fell in love with you the moment I met you. You were such an inquisitive, kind, wonderful girl. I never had any choice in the matter. You looked up at me with those wide blue eyes, hair a mess, and asked why in the world I was wearing shoes at the river bank.”

      I sniffled. I remembered. My mother and I often visited the riverbank to walk along the little beach. We’d dip our toes in the water, slosh through the shallow parts, looking for colorful rocks and river glass. I’d been horrified that my mother’s newest suitor was wearing shoes, worried that he’d be like all the other men my mother brought home that didn’t understand our rituals, our life.

      “So you sat down,” I said, “and took your shoes off.”

      “And I never looked back.” A soft smile tugged at his lips. “Emma, after your mother died, I fell apart.”

      “That wasn’t your fault.”

      He waved away my words. “I let myself fall apart. I didn’t eat, I didn’t take care of myself.”

      “You were grieving.”

      He gave me an incredulous look. “So were you.”

      My eyes welled with tears again.

      “You sacrificed everything for me, and I let myself believe it was what you wanted. I let myself believe you were happy. That you needed me. Until Riven came.”

      I stiffened.

      “I’ve seen you two through the tea shop windows, walking around town. There is nothing fake about that relationship.”

      I hadn’t updated my father on anything that had happened between us. It was still so new, and we wanted to keep it to ourselves.

      I shifted, hands twisting in my lap.

      “You’ve sacrificed so much for me,” he said quietly.

      He had it all wrong. He was the one who sacrificed for me and my mother. He gave us a home, he made us into a family.

      “But no more sacrificing. Because that is what this has been. You need to live your life, Emma. Do what makes you happy.”

      “What about you?” I burst out. “Who will make sure you take your medicine? Eat well?” I placed a hand on his chest. “Take care of your heart.”

      “That’s not your job, dear girl, and I am beyond sorry that I ever made you feel like it was.” His face filled with so much anguish at that my heart squeezed. “I fell apart after your mother died, and then I had my heart attack, and you left the institute to take care of me. We fell into a rhythm that I got comfortable with. We both got comfortable. Too comfortable. But seeing you with Riven, the way your face lights up around him, seeing you going out and making friends . . .” His voice shook.

      I thought of Layla and how nice it had been to get to know her.

      “It’s been a joy,” he said. “I can take care of myself. I promise. I will take my medicine, I will learn how to cook myself healthy meals.”

      “But I can do all of that,” I said.

      “No,” he said, voice firm. “Not anymore. I am not your responsibility. You don’t owe me anything. I love you no matter what. No strings attached. No conditions. I love you because you’re my daughter.”

      Tears filled my eyes for the millionth time that day. He roped me into a tight hug. “And I’m not going anywhere,” he whispered.

      I pushed back, wiping more tears with the sleeve of my dress. “I don’t even know what I want. I’ve never let myself dream of anything other than this life.”

      “You did,” he said. “Once upon a time. You and Riven dreamed of a life traveling around the Witchlands, beyond, even. You talked about it all the time when you came from from the institute.”

      “That’s not a job.” I grabbed his handkerchief and dabbed my eyes.

      “You are smart, resourceful, and driven. You will find your path. And I have a feeling a certain bard will be more than happy to accommodate you until you do.”

      My jaw locked. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” I thought of his tour. He hadn’t asked me to come. I wouldn’t invite myself and impose upon him like that. We were having fun these last few weeks, but I didn’t know if it meant anything more to him.

      “So talk to him.”

      “What about the tea shop?” I asked. “I can’t just leave it.”

      “Do you want to run the tea shop? Is that your dream?”

      I liked Steeped in Love. It was comforting. Comfortable. But that was it.

      A knowing look flashed in his eyes. “You don’t have to decide anything today, but whether you stay in Thistlegrove or leave, I will no longer be the thing that holds you back.”

      I nodded, and he slung an arm around my shoulder and drew me in, then pressed a gentle kiss to my head.

      “Now we covered how you think you’ve ruined your own love life.” He paused. “But how do you think you’ve ruined someone else’s?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      EMMA

      I paced outside the tea shop. The moon hung high in the darkened sky, stars glittering overhead. Floating lanterns lit the dirt road with a dim glow, people flitting in and out of the businesses still open this late into the night.

      After my talk with my father, I’d been too restless to go back home with him. I’d visited The Brewhouse and a few other businesses, hoping I’d find Layla, but I’d had no luck. I wanted to be the one to tell her that I’d been all wrong about Sarise.

      “Emma?” Layla approached from across the street.

      Her hair hung in loose waves down her shoulders, and she looked lovely wearing a light pink frock that cinched around her waist and flared out around her ankles.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked with a wrinkled nose.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you were out with Sarise?”

      Layla bit her lip and wrung her hands together. Oh no. Maybe Sarise had already broke the news to Layla that they didn’t want the same things.

      A gust of wind blew past us, chilly and biting. I gestured to the door. “Care for some tea?”

      Layla’s face broke into a smile, and she nodded.
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        * * *

      

      We sat in the empty shop, a candle flickering on the table and providing a dim light.

      “Can’t a dragon get any sleep around her?” Herman said from the counter where he lay curled up, though he peeked an eye open with interest, and I knew he was going to absolutely eat up our conversation.

      Layla had picked the tea: a spicy chai that I hadn’t yet tried, but the flavors were bold and zesty. I took another sip, then set it down.

      “I ran into Sarise earlier, and”—I bit my lip—“I don’t think she wants the same things as you.”

      Layla’s brows furrowed, her hands wrapped around her mug.

      Right, I could see how that sentence was vague. I steeled myself. “She doesn’t want a relationship. She just wants a fling. I’m so sorry. I encouraged you to explore other relationships and date her.” I groaned. “I made you think you had this whole future of travel and seeing the world when you never did.”

      Layla took a slow sip of her tea, contemplating my words, and my stomach shriveled. I hoped I hadn’t just crushed her dreams, her heart.

      Finally she set down her mug and gave a guilty shrug. “I haven’t been seeing Sarise these last few weeks.”

      “You haven’t?” I didn’t understand. “But she said you were meeting her at the tavern today.”

      “Yeah, just a friendly chat before she leaves.” She looked down into her steaming cup. “I’ve been seeing Althea,” she said in a rush. “You seemed to disapprove of her, and I felt awkward admitting that we were dating and then I let you think I was seeing Sarise when really I was seeing Althea, and the whole thing spun out of control. I’m so sorry I lied to you!”

      My mouth dropped open. “I should be the one apologizing for making you feel that way. Althea? You’ve been seeing Althea?”

      Layla wouldn’t meet my eyes, but she gave a small nod.

      Herman watched us, both eyes now open and peeled to our interaction.

      “Are you happy with her?”

      Layla gave another nod, still not meeting my eyes.

      “Then I think that’s wonderful,” I said. “I don’t know why I was even pressuring you to see Sarise.” I palmed my face. “I’m so sorry. Clearly I’m not a matchmaker.”

      “I think it’s obvious why you wanted her to court Sarise,” Herman said.

      “Oh?” I cut the dragon a look.

      He heaved a sigh like I was such an inconvenience. “You were projecting.” He came to a seated position, his tail curling around him.

      “Projecting?” I looked between him and Layla.

      She pressed her lips together.

      “What does that mean?”

      Herman tilted his head at Layla. “Do you want to tell her or should I?”

      Layla drummed her fingers against the side of her tea cup. “I think what Herman is trying to say is that it’s clear your dream is to travel and see the world and do it with someone you love? And so maybe you were pushing me toward the future that you felt you couldn’t have.”

      My mouth dropped open. Witch’s tits.

      They were right. I had done that. I sank my head into my arms, and Layla reached over and patted my back.

      “It’s okay.”

      “No it’s not. It’s really not okay.” My voice came out muffled.

      “You know, there is a solution to all of this,” Herman said. “You could just tell Riven how you feel.”

      My head snapped up as I gaped at the dragon. “You know we’re not in a real relationship?”

      “I know everything.” He stared at one of his talons. “I thought you two would figure this all out on your own, but as usual, I have to step in and give advice. What would you do without me?”

      I blinked. “I can’t leave the shop and travel with him.” I gestured to it. “It’s got such rich history here.”

      “It doesn’t even like you,” Herman said, rolling his eyes dramatically.

      “That’s harsh,” I said.

      “But true,” Herman countered.

      Layla ran a finger around the rim of her cup, then her face brightened as she stared at something over my shoulder. I turned to see Althea across the street, waving.

      “Go.” I nudged my head. “She’s welcome to come in for a cup of tea.”

      “She would love that,” Layla said, getting up from her seat and rushing outside.

      The door clicked closed, and the floor started to shake. “Oh, not this again.”

      I braced myself for whatever the tea shop was about to throw my way—literally.

      “Told you so,” Herman said, flapping his wings and lifting in the air.

      “When are you going to accept me?” I asked the shop.

      “Well, that’s easy. Never.” Herman flew to the ceiling, hovering right underneath it as all the plates, cups, and cutlery began trembling as well.

      I stood, hands balling into fists. “I am not afraid of you.”

      “What is wrong with you?” Herman shouted as the shaking intensified. “You should definitely be afraid of the sentient shop that can gouge your eyes out with a fork.”

      He had a good point, but enough was enough.

      The door opened as Layla and Althea stepped through, and the shaking immediately stopped. I stared at Layla with wide eyes.

      She patted her cheek. “Do I have something on my face?”

      I swiveled my head around, then slowly turned in a circle, inspecting the shop.

      “Excuse her.” Herman floated down next to me. “She’s a little paranoid.”

      “Layla,” I said slowly. “Step outside the shop for a moment, then come back in.”

      “Um.” Layla wrung her hands together. “Okay.”

      Althea looked between us. “Is this some weird ritual? Should I come back?”

      “I haven’t the slightest clue,” Herman said.

      Layla left and closed the door, and the shop began to shake again, tea cups lifting off the shelves, hovering threateningly. Althea backed up toward the window, eyes wide as she stared at knives floating into the air.

      Layla stepped back in, and everything stopped.

      Oh my witch.

      “You.” I pointed at Layla. “The tea shop wants you. It doesn’t want me.” I thought back to every time the shop acted out. “It’s only ever attacked when you haven’t been here—or in my vicinity.”

      There was that time it tried to hurt me when I was in the little alcove with Riven, but Layla hadn’t been anywhere near us.

      “She’s right.” Herman pointed his tail at Layla. “She’s actually right.”

      “You don’t have to sound so shocked,” I said.

      “Oh my goodness.” Layla clapped her hands to her pink cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I swear I didn’t spell the shop or anything. I don’t know why it’s doing this.”

      I glanced at the tins filled with her recent recipes. “Because you’re better suited to run this place,” I said slowly.

      “She’s right again,” Herman said. “Amazing.”

      I ignored him. “You’re the one who’s come up with every new recipe, every new spell since I’ve been here. You love this shop. You know it. You know the customers. You’re meant to run it.”

      Layla stepped back. “Aunt Morty didn’t think so, and she would know if I was ready.”

      I thought of my father, how he assumed I’d been happy all these years . . . until he saw me and Riven together.

      “Morty isn’t infallible,” I said.

      “That’s also true.” Herman raised a talon. “She decided not to adopt me. Big mistake, in my opinion.”

      Althea nudged Layla. “I told you.”

      “You did?” I asked her.

      Layla gave a small shrug. “She might have told me once or twice that I had some good ideas.”

      “Brilliant ideas,” Althea corrected.

      “Well, I’m not going to take the shop from you.” Layla stepped forward. “I’ll just always be here when you’re here, and then it won’t act out against you anymore.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “This place isn’t my dream. It’s yours. And I want you to have it.”

      Layla stilled.

      “It makes sense,” I said. “The shop knows it, and so do I.”

      “So do I,” Herman said. “Also, can I keep sleeping here?”

      Layla stood there, eyes wide, not moving or speaking. Althea put a hand on her shoulder, but she still didn’t move.

      “Is this what you want?” I asked. “To own this shop? To make a life here in Thistlegrove?”

      Layla was silent for a moment. “Yes,” she finally said, so quiet I almost didn’t hear it.

      “Then you have to be brave enough to take the opportunity.”

      “What if it all goes wrong?” Layla said. “What if I ruin my aunt’s legacy?”

      “What if you don’t?” I asked.

      “Someone really needs to learn to take their own advice,” Herman muttered.

      A smile spread across Layla’s face, a hint of mischief in her eyes that I’d never seen before. “I’ll take over the shop. If you tell Riven your true feelings. If I have to be brave and go after my dreams, then so do you.”

      I laughed in disbelief, then stopped. She was right. Herman was right. I pinched the bridge of my nose, realizing I’d forgotten about my promise to take Riven out for dinner. Looks like I was out of excuses. It was time to face him.

      “Deal,” I said.

      Now I just needed to do it.
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      RIVEN

      I sat in my room at the inn, elbows perched on my knees, hands steepled as I rested my chin on my fingertips. I shouldn’t have let Emma run away like that. In the moment, I’d thought it would be good to give her space, and then, I figured when we went out to celebrate later tonight, I’d tell her the truth: that I wanted her to come with me. And that if she couldn’t come with me, then we’d figure something out. I’d come back and visit as often as I could. If that wasn’t going to work, then I’d stay.

      I’d do whatever it took to be with her.

      These last few weeks had been amazing, and I wasn’t ready for it to end, not when it had just begun. I didn’t know what Emma wanted. She’d seemed upset about the tour letter, but that didn’t mean she wanted a relationship. That didn’t mean she’d leave Thistlegrove to go with me.

      She said she just needed to go home and change, but she’d been gone for hours, and I’d been here waiting like an idiot.

      I stood. I wasn’t going to wait anymore.

      I’d go to her cottage, bang down the door if I had to. I’d tell her everything. Lay it all out there. No more holding back. No more secrets.

      I took three long strides across the room, grabbing the handle and wrenching open the door—and stopping.

      Emma stood there, fist raised like she was about to knock.

      Her hair was swept up in its characteristic messy bun, curls spilling out from it. Her cheeks were pink, chest heaving like she’d been running.

      And she was wearing the same thing she’d been wearing earlier: a simple green dress with long sleeves and an apron tied over it.

      She pushed past me, walking into my room and pacing.

      “Emma? Are you okay?” I asked.

      She stopped, whirling to face me, blue eyes swirling with emotion. “This isn’t just a fling,” she said. “Not to me. And I know you’re Riven Shiu and can probably get any woman you want, and maybe that’s the whole fun of it. You travel and go from town to town and meet all these women and I was just a part of that experience. And if that’s the case, then okay. I get it. We can move on and pretend this never happened.”

      I stared at her in shock, unable to believe she’d ever actually think that.

      “But that’s not what I want.” She held my gaze.

      I stilled. “Then what do you want?”

      “I want to travel,” she said. “I want to see the world. I want to experience different foods and people and customs. I want to see the grand castles in the human lands.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “But mostly? I want you. I want a life with you.”

      I nearly collapsed with relief. Those were the words I’d wanted to hear for so long, but I didn’t know what had changed, why all of a sudden she could see this future with me when it had never seemed like an option before.

      “What—” I shook my head. “What about your father? The tea shop? Your life here?”

      Her face fell. “It’s okay, Riven. Really. If this isn’t what you want, I won’t hold it against you⁠—”

      I reached out, grabbing her arm and reeling her to me. My lips crashed against hers in a deep, crushing kiss that I hoped would silence every one of her doubts.

      She pushed back, arching her neck to look at me with a question in her eyes.

      “I love you, Emma Thorne,” I said. “I think I’ve loved you since that night in the institute where we almost kissed.”

      Her jaw went slack.

      “I want everything you just said and more. I want a life with you. And for the record, there are no other women.” I tipped my head to the side. “I mean, there have been other women in the last decade, but⁠—”

      She put a finger to my lips. “I don’t need to hear about that right now.”

      “Right.” I summoned my most charming smile. “So you really want to leave Thistlegrove and come with me on tour? It can be dangerous for magical folk outside of the Witchlands.”

      “We have Karl.” Her smile lit my soul on fire. “And I really, really do.”

      “What if you get sick of me?” I asked.

      She gave me a look. “You visited my dormitory every single night for an entire year and ate all my food because you couldn’t cook.”

      I cleared my throat. So I supposed I had one more secret to reveal. “Emma, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      Her face paled. “What now?”

      I winced. “I can cook. I’ve always been able to cook. I’m actually really good at it.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Then why . . .?”

      I tightened my hold around her. “Why do you think?”

      She laughed in disbelief. “You did all that to get close to me?”

      I pressed a kiss to her lips. “Yes,” I said.

      “That was the only way you could think of to see me? Why not ask me to study with you? To walk with you to your classes? To⁠—”

      I cut her off with another kiss. “Emma,” I murmured against her lips, “shut up and kiss me.”

      “We’re not done talking about this, just so you know. But fine.” She pressed her mouth to mine, winding her arms around my neck and sighing in complete contentment.

      We had a lot to talk about in the coming days, but for now, the witch I loved loved me back, and that was enough. It would always be enough.
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      EMMA

      “Riven, are you sure we have time to stop by the tea shop?” I asked as we walked along the street toward the familiar beige and green awning.

      The sun was already sinking in the sky, and I still had so much packing to do. We were leaving early tomorrow morning to set off toward the human lands and to start Riven’s tour.

      “I still need to pack my dresses, my shoes, my wand.” I ticked off my fingers.

      “So basically everything,” Herman said as he flew beside us.

      I shot him a look, then turned my attention back to Riven. “I stopped by Steeped in Love earlier today and said goodbye to Layla. She’s already got the place up and running.”

      “And it hasn’t tried to kill her,” Herman said brightly. “It’s so refreshing being able to nap without worrying about being impaled.”

      Riven held my hand, leading me toward the shop. “I just thought we might want to pick up some tea leaves for our travels. You know nothing can compare to Steeped in Love.”

      That was true. It would be nice to have a few tins for the road, a little reminder of home.

      We got closer, and the inside of the shop was dark. Layla must’ve closed early today.

      “It doesn’t look like anyone is here,” I said as we approached the door.

      Riven let go of my hand, turning the handle and pushing the door open. “I don’t think Layla will mind if we slip in.” He nodded his head toward the dark interior.

      I planted my hands on my hips. “We can’t just go into a closed shop and steal tea.”

      “You owned this shop,” Riven said.

      “Oh, just get inside.” Herman used the tip of his nose to push me forward, and I stumbled into the shop.

      “Surprise!” a chorus of voices rang out, all the sconces and candles alighting at the same time, making me jump.

      My father, Morty, Layla, Althea, Draven, and many of my patrons stood inside the shop. My mouth dropped open, and tears sprang to my eyes at the thoughtful gesture.

      “We wanted to throw you a goodbye party.” My father strode forward, kissing me on the cheek. “It was Riven’s idea.”

      I glanced up at him. He smiled, dimples appearing. “I thought it was only fitting. A proper sendoff.”

      “Yes, yes, now where’s the cake?” Herman flew over our heads, gaze swiveling back and forth.

      “It’s on the counter.” Morty pointed her wand at the dragon. “But Emma gets the first slice.”

      I turned to my father as everyone broke off into their own conversations, Riven still by my side. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

      “Oh.” He waved his hand. “You’ll be back in a few months, and then I’ll be coming to visit you. I can’t wait to hear all your stories, your adventures.” I hugged him tight as Draven approached and clapped a hand on Riven’s shoulder.

      “I’m afraid I have to go. I need to get back to the tavern before the evening rush. But I wanted to say safe travels, my friend.”

      “We’ll see you again soon,” Riven said.

      My father raised a finger. “Ah, Draven, I have all the paperwork ready for you to adopt your dragon.”

      My eyes bugged out of my head. “You’re adopting a dragon?”

      “Oh wonderful.” Herman’s lips peeled back from his teeth, which seemed like the equivalent of a dragon smile. “Which of my siblings are you adopting?”

      “It’s not for me,” Draven ground out. “It’s for my little sister. She could use a companion to keep her out of trouble.” He tipped his head at my father. “I’ll be by tomorrow.”

      He nodded and with that swept out of the shop.

      I watched as he walked down the street. “I don’t know how you’re friends with him.” I turned to Riven. “You’re so . . . cheerful, and he’s so . . .”

      “Not cheerful?” Herman suggested as he dove over us and landed on a table nearby.

      Riven laughed. “That’s just Draven. He’s been through a lot. Things he hasn’t told many people about, and it’s affected him.”

      “Maybe he needs to visit the tea shop for a matchmaking night,” Herman said. “If anyone could use some love in his life, it would be Draven Darkstone.”

      My father coughed.

      “Good luck with that,” Riven said. “A matchmaking event is the last place Draven would ever set foot in.”

      From across the room, I spied Morty staring after Draven, a spark glinting her eyes. Morty might have been ready to retire from owning the tea shop, but I didn’t think she was done matchmaking. I glanced at Draven stalking away.

      In fact, I had a feeling she’d just chosen her next target.

      My father turned, speaking with another witch about one of the creatures he’d just brought in—a bat that drank human blood—while Herman flew suspiciously close to the cake, sneaking glances behind him.

      Morty approached, a wide smile on her face. “Well, well, I knew you’d make the right decision.”

      “About what?” I crossed my arms.

      She waved her hand. “Your life, of course. You were always meant to leave Thistlegrove. You just needed a little push in the right direction.”

      I stilled. “What does that mean?”

      “Oh, I knew if you got out of your comfort zone, you’d get a taste of freedom and want more. Add in a fake relationship that quite frankly was never fake, and voila.” She spread out her arms.

      It took me a moment to understand what she was saying. “You orchestrated this whole thing?” I gestured around me at the shop.

      She gave me a knowing smile. “You’re welcome.”

      Riven’s mouth hung agape.

      “Morty, do you know how many times this shop tried to kill me?”

      “Oh, that’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?” she asked. “It’s rough around the edges, but there has been no recorded murders in this shop since it was built.”

      Riven cleared his throat. “Why go through that whole elaborate scheme? Why not just talk to Emma?”

      Morty snorted. “Would she have listened?”

      I still was having a hard time processing this. “So the tea shop doesn’t care if its owner is interested in love? You made that up?”

      “Made up is such a strong accusation.” She twirled her hands. “I exaggerated the truth a little.”

      I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe Morty did that.

      “We’ll miss you, Emma.” Morty winked. “Also, thank you for helping my niece gain the confidence she needed to take over. I knew she’d be a perfect replacement for me.”

      With that, she sashayed away, leaving me in shock.

      “Can you believe that?” I asked Riven.

      “From Morty?” He bobbed his head back and forth. “Yeah, I can. Besides”—he leaned down and kissed me—“it kind of worked out in the end.”

      “Kind of?”

      “Well, the real test starts when we leave tomorrow. I’ll give my final verdict then.”

      I shoved him, but he just laughed and held me tighter. Morty might have been eccentric and definitely crossed several lines with her scheme, but Riven was right. It worked out. Better than I ever could’ve imagined.
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      ELSPETH

      It was never a good sign when a witch wanted a love potion.

      The witch in question stood in front of our cart, a countertop between us, as she planted her hands on the wood and glared at me. “I can see the potion right there.” She pointed to the bottles of brightly colored liquid sitting on the shelf behind me. “I’m telling you I know a love potion when I see one.”

      The sun barely peeked through the thick cover of clouds, its light haloing her mop of curly red hair. A chill bit the air, and goosebumps prickled along my arms. The breeze picked up, dirt from the road where our cart was parked swirling behind the witch.

      I grabbed the sage-colored potion from the shelf next to me and popped open the cork. Sage smoke swirled up into the air in front of us. “I’m telling you it’s not worth it,” I said, shaking the bottle, the liquid inside sloshing around. I shoved the cork back in. “Whatever man you’re trying to snag, a potion won’t fix the problems between you. You can’t magic him into loving you. Not for real.”

      She stuck out her bottom lip, which trembled ever so slightly. Now I felt bad. Sort of. I was actually saving her a world of trouble. She just didn’t realize it yet. But if she had to seek out a love potion to get his attention, then whatever was between them clearly wasn’t love.

      She shoved her hand in the pocket of her apron and pulled out a fistful of gold coins, slamming them down on the counter. “Are you running a business or not?”

      I leaned forward, pushing the coins back toward her, slow and intentional. “I decide who I sell to. My potions. My rules.”

      Technically these weren’t my potions. They were my mother’s. But, semantics.

      “What is going on here?”

      I winced at the familiar singsong voice. Mama and my sisters were back earlier than expected. Well, sister.

      Mama and my youngest sister, Prue, approached, Prue with her nose stuck in a book as usual. Auggie and Adelaide must have still been at the market.

      Mama patted her round cheeks, red from the cold. “Is there a problem?”

      “Yes.” The woman gestured to me, and I straightened my shoulders. “She won’t sell me a love potion.”

      “Oh, not this again,” Mama said with an admonishing gaze.

      Prue lowered the book she was reading to stare at me through her round spectacles. She opened her mouth to say something, then raised the book again and walked toward the back of the cart, ignoring all of us.

      “I’m simply trying to steer her away from a bad decision,” I said evenly, swiping the bangs from my forehead.

      “Oh, hush you.” Mama bustled up to the cart, opening the little door in the back and stepping in. She sidled over and bumped me with her hip, smiling brightly at the woman. “So it’s one love potion you’d like?” She leaned forward like she was telling the woman a secret. “You know, two can be more effective. Especially if you throw in some”—she turned, surveying the herbs hanging from the ceiling by little strings—“rotwart.” She grabbed the stalks of bright blue herbs tied together with a ribbon and lay it on the counter. “These won’t just make him more amenable to love but to other things as well.” She waggled her eyebrows.

      “Oh.” The woman’s eyes widened with understanding, and I grimaced. “Yes, I’ll have the potion and two of the rotwart.”

      I glared at Mama while she ignored me.

      She took the woman’s gold and handed over one bottle of the sparkling sage liquid and the herbs. The woman continued her way down the dirt road, humming to herself, probably thinking she just solved all her problems with that purchase.

      “Honestly, Elspeth.” Mama turned to me as she smoothed out her frizzy grey hair, pulled up in a bun. “I leave you alone for twenty minutes and come back to you harrassing a customer.”

      I pressed my lips into a thin line. “I just don’t think love potions are the answer to her problems.”

      Especially not when they didn’t do as advertised. No magic could make a person change their feelings if those feelings didn’t already exist. If they did, the magic nudged them to admit it. The witch likely knew this, but desperation made people do stupid things.

      “And why is it not the answer?” Mama planted her hands on her wide hips. “Because some man broke your heart? So every man must be the same? Unworthy and unlovable?”

      Prue snorted from somewhere behind the cart.

      Mama shook a finger at me. “Those are our best sellers, and you’re going to sabotage our entire business with this attitude of yours.” She folded her arms onto the counter and sank her head into them.

      “Here we go,” I muttered as she sobbed dramatically.

      “I did everything right,” she said, voice muffled. “Everything I could to raise four strong, smart women, and what do I get for it all?” She shot up, peering at me with her narrowed chestnut eyes that were suspiciously absent of any tears. “Ungratefulability.”

      “That’s not a word,” Prue shouted.

      “Why is everyone always attacking me?” Mama wailed, her plump cheeks like two red apples.

      “No one is attacking anybody.” I put out both hands. “I just think we could focus on other potions, ones that actually help people. That aren’t . . . dishonest.”

      I glanced at the cauldron situated toward the front of the cart, filled with a bubbling blue liquid, a new potion Mama was making that I’d suggested. One that could heal itching from fairy mites, vicious little bugs that infested wood—and liked blood. They emerged at night and feasted on sleeping witches, who then woke up covered in the tiny glittering bites.

      I’d have to test the potion before we could sell it, which I intended to do later tonight.

      “Well, Elspeth, if you made any of these potions, maybe you’d have more say in them.”

      I winced at the jab.

      “Besides, we are not being dishonest.” Mama put a hand to her chest. “We are harbingers of hope. Hope that these poor, unfortunate souls may finally get the love they’re so willing to give.”

      “Because that’s what everyone needs to be happy?” Prue said, still somewhere behind the cart, presumably reading.

      “You could do with a nice witch,” Mama shot back. “Get you away from those books you’ve constantly got your nose stuck in.”

      “If any of the men were as good as the ones in my books, maybe I’d be more interested,” Prue yelled.

      “She’s only twenty.” I peered at the liquid, fat bubbles skimming the surface. “She has time.”

      Mama looked up toward the sky. “What did I do to deserve this? Four beautiful daughters. Not one of them married. None of them with any interest in finding love.”

      “Sorry I’m such a disappointment.” I grabbed my wand off the shelf and stirred the cauldron. The potion would be finished soon. “And apparently have no redeeming qualities.”

      She leveled me with a stare. “Now you know why I care so much about my girls getting married.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Your magic depends on it.”

      “I know,” I said softly, the fight draining out of me. “I’m sure one of us will have some luck soon.”

      Mama gazed out at the winding dirt road, fields on either side, and mountains in the distance. “It’s hard when we’re always traveling. You know, it would be so much easier if we found a place to settle down⁠—”

      “You know why that’s not possible.” I stopped stirring and pointed the wand at her. “Mama, I’m doing my best to keep us all safe, and moving from place to place is the most sensible way to do that. We’ve talked about this.”

      “Or, rather, you’ve talked about it and decided for us,” Prue shouted.

      I looked toward the back of the cart with an irritated glance, even if my youngest sister couldn’t see me. The only reason Prue wanted to stay in one spot was for the local bookstores and libraries—and so she could have a bookshelf to store her books, something we didn’t have room for in our tiny traveling apothecary shop.

      Mama sniffed but didn’t respond. “It looks like a slow day,” she finally said. “You can start setting up camp, and I’ll handle the shop.”

      Guilt swarmed me, and I wondered for the millionth time if I was doing the right thing by my family. My sisters and mama all wanted a home, a town to call our own, friends, marriage. But with that came risks, ones we couldn’t afford. I seemed to be the only one who ever remembered that, so I always had to be the bad guy, even to my own Mama, who pouted like a child far too often.

      I stared at my black wand, the handle engraved with intricate swirls. If only I could actually use it, make my own potions, do magic of any kind. Then we wouldn’t be in this mess. Everyday this wand was a reminder of all the things I coudn’t do. My sisters and I all had wands. It would be noticeable if we didn’t. Would raise suspicions. Something we couldn’t afford unless we wanted to lose everything.

      “Oh, finally, your sisters are back.” I didn’t bother looking up until Mama gasped. “And they brought a gentleman with them.” Glee filled her voice.

      My head shot up as Auggie and Adelaide walked toward us, Auggie hanging onto the arm of a tall, muscled man with his black curly hair tied back into a bun, his skin a warm brown. Tendrils of curls hung around the sides of his face. He was huge, built like a mountain.

      There was only one species who grew that big—werewolves. I wondered what he was doing in the Witchlands.

      Auggie was gazing at him, but the man kept sneaking glances at Adelaide. My eldest sister walked next to them, carrying a sack of what I assumed was ingredients for our lunch, plus a few things for some new potions. Auggie giggled at something the werewolf said, flipping her brown waves over her shoulder and batting her eyes at him.

      Mama squealed in delight, pushing past me and toward the back door. She threw it open and ran to greet them. “Well, what do we have here?” she asked as my oldest sister continued toward the cart.

      “Who is that?” I whispered to Adelaide when she approached me.

      She pursed her pink lips. Even when she frowned, she was impossibly beautiful. Her blonde hair was tied back in a simple ponytail, and her light blue dress complimented her pale peach tones. “Oh, you know Auggie,” she said. “Latches on to anyone who will give her attention. His name is Elm Rowan.”

      I knew I shoudn’t have let Auggie go to the market, but she wouldn’t stop pouting and eventually wore me down.

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. Mama continued to chatter away to the man while Auggie stared at him adoringly. My gut churned. I didn’t like strangers sniffing around our camp. Maybe I could get rid of him quickly. I turned to look at some of our potions. I could give him a sudden, harmless rash if I combined a few of them, and⁠—

      “Elspeth!” Mama waved. “Get an extra plate out for lunch. We have a guest joining us!”

      My stomach dropped. So much for keeping us safe.
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